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ABSTRACT
The problem this dissertation seeks to address is that many American churches in
today’s emerging culture have failed to fulfill the great commission because of their lack
of commitment to the Most Important Commandment (MIC)(Mark 12:28-31) as a
method for fulfilling the Great Commission (Matthew 28:18-20). The thesis of this paper
is that a holistic integrated approach to keeping the Great Commission can be developed
by first embracing the ethic of the MIC. American churches in emerging culture that
develop a ministry philosophy primarily driven by the MIC are better suited to effectively
carry out the Great Commission. Moreover, when Christians make living out the MIC the
primary focus of their lives, they will experience the abundant life Jesus promised and a
more loving impact on the world for Christ (John 10:10, John 17:13).
Sections 1 through 3 of this paper will provide a philosophical basis for a popular
book titled, Immersion, which is presented as a media artifact. Immersion is a practical
application using the metaphor of swimming to illustrate the research data presented in
the following written statement. It is hoped that Immersion will be used by ecclesial
leaders to encourage, equip, and edify Christ followers to be living manifestations of the
MIC while they pursue the Great Commission (Matthew 5:14; John 8:12; Philippians
2:15; Acts 13:47).
Section 4 provides a brief description of the artifact along with an explanation of
how and why a church will be greatly helped by a rediscovery of what Christ called the
MIC. In Section 5 detailed specifications of the artifact are provided. The several
chapters of the artifact are found in Appendix 2.
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SECTION 1
THE PROBLEM
It is the contention of this paper that the American church has failed to fully live
out the Most Important Commandment (MIC), which has significantly reduced the
impact of its voice and influence in American culture and in individual lives.
In this section, the paper will probe the current spiritual climate in America and
the attitudes and philosophies which hinder the advancement of the Gospel. Four current
problems will be reviewed that significantly water down the MIC and its ability to impact
this culture with the Gospel message. It is this author’s contention that the first three
being discussed: Gospel Culture vs. Salvation Culture, Moralistic Therapeutic Deism,
and an obsession with a narrow view of the Great Commission, are examples of
underlining attitudes and philosophies which have resulted in the quantifiable problem of
declining participation in the North American Church.

Gospel Culture vs. Salvation Culture
Scot McKnight identifies the difference between salvation culture and Gospel
culture in his book, The King Jesus Gospel: The Original Good News Revisited.1 Here he
claims “salvation culture” has reduced the message of Jesus to an individualistic message
of rescue. N.T. Wright speaks into the shortcomings of salvation as an individualistic
message of rescue in his holistic three part encapsulation of the Gospel message, “. . . the
work of salvation, in its full sense, is (1) about whole human beings, not merely souls; (2)
about the present, not simply the future; and (3) about what God does through us, not
1

Scot McKnight,. The King Jesus Gospel: The Original Good News Revisited, (Zondervan, Grand
Rapids; MI, 2011) Location 338.

1

merely what God does in and for us.”2 The thesis of this paper establishes a similar
foundation. Wright and McKnight provide a helpful contrast of values between salvation
as an individual message of rescue and the Gospel as the complete story of redemption
which facilitates disciple making. Gospel culture’s key element is articulated by what
McKnight calls the “Jesus Creed: Love God and others as yourself.” The Jesus Creed
informs every aspect of the Christian life including the fulfillment of the Great
Commission.
McKnight’s work argues that many young evangelicals in emerging culture are
leaving the faith because fundamental misunderstandings have occurred resulting in an
exchange of Gospel Culture for Salvation Culture.3 McKnight’s diagnosis and prescribed
solution are consistent with this paper’s thesis and corresponding artifact that when the
church fully lives out the MIC, its ability to influence the world with the Gospel message
is considerably enhanced.

Moralistic Therapeutic Deism
Christian Smith and his team of sociologists claim Moralistic Therapeutic Deism
is the belief of most postmodern Americans.4 “Moralistic Therapeutic Deism” or MTD
differs greatly from the ethics of Jesus described in the MIC by being more “me” focused
than “other” focused. Researchers identify MTD as the most fundamental faith posture

2

N.T. Wright, Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of the
Church (New York: HarperOne, 2008), 200.
3

Scot McKnight, “The King Jesus Gospel,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iVUtDs35XDs
(accessed September 10, 2011).
4

Melinda Lundquist Denton and Christian Smith, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual
Lives of American Teenagers, (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2005).
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and belief system of American teenagers, and in a larger sense, these findings reflect
culture as a whole. The values of MTD are as follows:
1. A God exists who created and ordered the world and watches over human life on
earth.
2. God wants people to be good, nice, and fair to each other, as taught in the Bible
and by most world religions.
3. The central goal of life is to be happy and to feel good about oneself.
4. God does not need to be particularly involved in one's life except when God is
needed to resolve a problem.
5. Good people go to heaven when they die.5
Albert Mohler observes MTD has now become America’s new religion.6 This is a
problem for Christianity and the Church because a Christian can internalize the values of
MTD into their core belief system without overtly rejecting the teaching of Christ.
Christians assuming a posture of MTD are not able to sufficiently carry out the Great
Commission because of their “all about me” attitude. Any sense of obedience to “make
disciples,” “baptize,” and “teach” is at the very least impaired if not removed entirely.
This is particularly true when it is assumed that God does not need to be involved in
one’s life except when God is needed to resolve a problem. The convictions and ethics
contained in the MIC are far more impacting and demand a response of daily surrender
which is incompatible with the MTD worldview. MTD may result in a perceivable love
5

Ibid.

6

Albert Mohler, “Moralistic Therapeutic Deism–the New American Religion,”
AlbertMohler.com,http://www.albertmohler.com/2005/04/11/moralistic-therapeutic-deism-the-newamerican-religion-2/ (accessed September 8, 2011).
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for God and neighbor, but unfortunately stems out of a motivation of feeling good about
oneself rather than a response of God’s glory.

Obsession with Part One of the Great Commission
Church growth era principles in order to fulfill the first part of the Great
Commission, make disciples/converts, are still prevalent today (Church growth and
attractional programing will be discussed in greater detail in the next section.) and many
churches have adopted evangelistic strategies aimed at making converts and bolstering
attendance in order to achieve numerical success. Will Mancini, talks about how he was
confronted with his own church growth idolatry through a talk Gordon MacDonald gave
at the Willow Creek Summit,
A poignant statement in the vein of growth idolatry was made by Gordon
MacDonald. He posed the issue years ago at the Willow Creek Summit in this
way: "I have wondered if our evangelical fervor to change the world is not driven
in some part by the inability to change ourselves." Pointing the drive of more
impact back to a brokenness within, God used his question to help me see my own
idolatry that day. 7
Mancini, goes on to talk about how Reggie McNeal impacted him about the same
problem of growth idolatry: "Unfortunately it [the church growth movement] fell victim
to an idolatry as old as the Tower of Babel, the belief that we are the architects of the
work of God. As a result we have the best churches men can build, but are still waiting
for the church that only God can get the credit for."8 Church growth methods, such as,
clever marketing, attractional programing, bigger and better facilities may bring people in

7

Will Mancini, Church Unique: How Missional Leaders Cast Vision, Capture Culture, and Create
Movement (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2008), Kindle Locations 661-665.
8

Ibid.
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and make converts, but as discussed above under the sub-heading, Gospel Culture vs.
Salvation Culture, making converts and making disciples are not the same thing and this
confusion has led to many churches to adopt a salvation culture rather than a Gospel
culture. Fulfilling the Great Commission as defined by evangelistic activities has been the
focus of the Church growth movement from its inception as a movement in 1955.9 As is
often the case, prominent movements within Christianity can have lasting impact, for
better or worse and the Church growth movement is no exception. A mentality of Church
growth still exists and many believe evangelism is the heart of Church growth.
Criticisms of the Church growth era run the gamut from its penchant for
pragmatism and marketing to its propensity and reliance on strategic formulas. Perhaps
Church growth’s great weakness is its obsession with part one of the Great Commission
(Making disciples, but in practice it is making converts) and numerical growth. The thesis
of this paper contends that the Great Commission can be more effectively pursued in
conversation with the MIC. This is not to say that exponents of the Church growth
movement do not observe the MIC; it is to say that many involved in the church growth
movement have failed to make the MIC their compass, resulting in navigational drift and
chasing the mirage of numerical significance rather than the making disciples, baptizing,
and teaching. John Stott said it best in his statement to the Lausanne Conference in 1974,
"There is no Great Commission without the Great Commandment."10

9

Bob DeWaay, “Faulty Premises of the Church Growth Movement,” Critical Issues Commentary,
http://cicministry.org/commentary/issue89.htm (accessed September 9, 2011).
10

John R.W. Stott, “The Biblical Basis of Evangelism,”
Lausanne,http://www.lausanne.org/docs/lau1docs/0065.pdf (accessed September 9, 2011).
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Declining Participation in the North American Church
Declining participation in the North American Church is the visible symptom of
the previously stated three problems. Quantifying fulfillment of the Great Commission is
difficult at best. Therefore, for the purposes of this paper, it only seemed reasonable in
part to accept the premise that participation in the North American Church is a viable
quantifiable indicator of the success or failure of the fulfillment of the Great Commission
in America.
The reason that overall participation in the North American Church (not a
particular individual local church) is a reasonable indicator of the success or failure of the
fulfillment of the Great Commission in America is because attendance is a widely
accepted indicator of the popularity of just about all organizations. For example, the sport
of football’s popularity is readily evident by the attendance and viewership of games
(youth to pro) as well as participation in football related endeavors. Attendance and
participation is a widely accepted indicator of the permeation of an idea in a culture.
Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that Church participation is a viable indicator of
the success or failure of the fulfillment of the Great Commission in America.
Participation in the North American Church suggests a larger spiritual reality. At
its heart, the Gospel is about the restoration of relationships; a right relationship with God
and a right relationship with people. This is the essence of the message communicated
throughout scripture.11 Isolation or separation is not part of God’s vision for His creation.

11

The Great Commission in the New Testament is expressed five different times; Matthew 28:1820; Mark 16:15-16; Luke 24:46-49; John 20:21; Acts 1:8. The Most Important Commandment (love God,
love people) is the basis of the Ten Commandments, as well as stated explicitly in Deuteronomy 6:5;
Leviticus 19:18, Matthew 22:39-40; Mark 12:29-31; Luke 10:27; Romans 13:9; Galatians 5:14; James 2:8;
Matthew 7:12.
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The Church is strengthened when we are in fellowship with one another (Proverbs 27:17)
and encouraged to be a blessing to the world through meeting together (Hebrews 10:2425). According to scripture, being part of the body (the Church) is paramount in a
follower of Christ’s ability to experience the abundance in Christ and could ultimately
impact their ability to fulfill the Great Commission.
According to David T. Olson, who conducted an authoritative study of 200,000
North American churches, in his book, “The American Church in Crisis states, “When
Church attendance declines, fewer people hear the gospel for the first time, take the
sacraments, or hear of God’s love for them. Fewer marriages are restored. Fewer
teenagers find a listening ear. The question ‘How many people attend church?’ matters
deeply because people matter.”12 In addition, according to Paul in 2 Timothy 4:2,
fellowship in the church is paramount in being exposed to biblical teaching and preaching
that encourages people to live in a way that facilitates the fulfillment of the Great
Commission.
Olson’s research in, The American Church in Crisis, unequivocally quantifies the
decline of the American Christian church. According to his research,
The percentage of Americans who attended a Christian church on any given
weekend declined from 20.4 percent in 1990 to 17.5 percent in 2005.
Evangelical churches nearly kept up with population growth, declining from
9.2 percent to 9.1 percent. Mainline church attendance declined from 3.9
percent to 3.0 percent over that 15-year period, a 24 percent loss. Roman
Catholic Church attendance fell from 7.2 percent to 5.3 percent.13

12

David T. Olson, The American Church in Crisis: Groundbreaking Research Based on a National
Database of over 200,000 Churches, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008), 415.
13

Ibid., 609.
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Again, this substantiated decline of participation in the North American Church is
a reasonable indicator of the overall fulfillment the Great Commission because
participation and attendance is an indicator of adherence and consent to a group’s beliefs,
values, and purpose while also serving as a reinforcement of the beliefs, values, and
purpose.
In David T. Olson’s research, he identified the following four criticisms as
primary reasons for people leaving the church:
1. Your Christianity is too “plastic.” Christians pretend to live faultless lives; we
need more authenticity.
2. Your Christianity is too focused on the practical; we need deeper spirituality.
3. Your Christianity is too individualistic; we need to learn to live in community.
4. Your Christianity is too self-serving, focusing all your time and money on
fulfilling your own needs. We need Christians who will live, love, and give
for the last, the least, and the lost.14
Is it possible that the decline the North American Church is experiencing, is in
part, due to the church failing to address the above four criticisms? This paper asserts that
living out the MIC could satisfactorily address the above four criticisms and better
prepare a follower of Christ to fulfill the Great Commission. The key is in the equipping;
simply teaching hasn’t proven to get the job done to fulfill the Great Commission. If
equipping was employed in the Church, it would have the potential to bring believers into
a greater experience with one another in community. This greater experience could
ultimately lead to individuals and by extension the Church, being so filled with abundant
joy and overflowing in rich generosity that the natural result would be making disciples,
teaching, and baptizing new followers of Christ.15
14

Ibid., 219.

15

2 Corinthians 8:2 (NLT). They are being tested by many troubles and they are very poor. But
they are also filled with abundant joy, which has overflowed in rich generosity.

8

Declining attendance has led many churches to adopt an imbalanced approach to
evangelism, such as; 1) Attractional Programming, 2) Apologetic Evangelism, 3) Church
Multiplication, 4) Niche Ministry Programs (These four examples will be explored in
greater detail in Section 2). Additionally, Salvation culture, Moralistic Therapeutic Deism
(MTD) and Church growth era attitudes reveal a spiritual climate in which the benefits of
the MIC can be applied. In Section 3 (Thesis) The MIC will be offered as a possible
motive and method for fulfilling the Great Commission. Practical implications for this
paper’s thesis will be explored in the context of responding to four criticisms outlined by
David Olson in American Church in Crisis.
In this section, four attitudes were observed which gave an overview of the
problem Christians face in the fulfillment of the Great Commission. The current spiritual
climate into which this thesis speaks; Gospel Culture vs. Salvation Culture, Moralistic
Therapeutic Deism, Obsession with a narrow view of the Great Commission, and
Declining Participation in the North American Church are a sober and serious challenge
for the American Church. But it is the contention of this paper that a new adherence to
what McKnight calls the, Jesus Creed (MIC) will guide every aspect of the Christian life
including the fulfillment of the Great Commission.

9

SECTION 2
OTHER PROPOSED SOLUTIONS
There are many proposed solutions to the inability of the North American Church
to positively impact the current spiritual climate in America and the attitudes and
philosophies that hinder the advancement of the Gospel. Four current attitudes reviewed
in the previous section (Gospel Culture vs. Salvation Culture, Moralistic Therapeutic
Deism, Obsession with a Narrow View of the Great Commission, and Declining
Participation in the North American Church) show how and why diminished adherence of
the Most Important Commandment (MIC) has inhibited the American Church’s ability to
impact culture with the Gospel message.
In this section, four proposed solutions will be examined that are relevant to this
paper’s thesis. Each will be analyzed in light of the Great Commission and the North
American Church’s apparent inability to fulfill it. These other proposed solutions
represent a cross-section of methods, which have achieved a popular following in North
American Christendom. They are: 1) Attractional Programming, 2) Apologetic
Evangelism, 3) Church Multiplication, and 4) Niche Ministry Programs.

Attractional Programming
The first proposed solution addresses the proposed solution of utilizing Sunday
worship experiences as the center of church life, better known among Church observers
as “attractional programming.” Attractional programming (also known as attractional
evangelism) is a component of the church growth movement. It can be identified by an

10

emphasis on entertaining worship service programing, a focus on attracting a particular
demographic, and the use of strategic marketing to drive up Sunday attendance.
Attractional programming’s philosophy may be best illustrated by Ed Young’s
words to the Willow Creek Communicators Conference in 2007, “It’s Sunday Stupid.”
Young was playing off of a Clinton now-famous campaign slogan, “It’s the economy,
stupid.” Young believes that in order to have a successful Church, attractional
programming is needed.16 Young’s attractional programming exploits include delivering
messages from an M1 military tank, a Ferrari, and a sermon entitled, Worship by eating
steak and having sex.17
Leonard Sweet in his book, So Beautiful, speaks into attractional programing,
calling it, “APC Christianity.” The initials APC are in reference to a World War II drug
that was considered a cure-all. APC was a combination of aspirin, phenacetin (fuh-NASuh-tin), and caffeine. According to Sweet, the drug became standard issue for the
military, but there was one problem: long term use could kill you. Leonard Sweet says
that in,
“APC Christianity (also dubbed the ‘ABC Church:’ Attendance, Buildings, Cash)
‘A’ stands for Attractional, ‘P’ for Propositional, and ‘C’ for Colonial. Some
things can be good for you for a short time but bad for you over the long haul. In
fact, some things can make your church grow fast and big in months and years,
and yet over decades can have debilitating effects on the body of Christ, and even
kill you if not kill your spirit.”18

16

Ed Young Jr. is the Senior Pastor of a highly structured multi-site model, which has in excess of
20,000 in weekly attendance over five campuses (that uses videos of Young’s sermons) four of which are
in Texas and one is Miami, Florida. ) This paper’s author was in attendance at the Willow Creek
Communicators Conference, South Barrington, IL 2007and noted Young’s remarks.
17

“Coming and Going: Two leaders. One mission. Two very different strategies,” Leadership
Magazine, November 24, 2008.
18

Leonard Sweet, So Beautiful, (Colorado Springs: David C. Cook, 2009), 17.
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In his book The Call to Wholeness, Kenneth Bakken, states that, “Most Christians
today have lost their way in life. For so many people, the church has failed them.”19 The
author of this paper concurs with Sweet and Bakken; the Church has failed people by
losing sight of the MIC, loving God and loving others. The modern Church has become
preoccupied with its programs, attendance, buildings, and cash (ABC). As a result, the
most important focus for a follower of Christ has fallen to the wayside. The modern
North American Church has fallen into the trap of trying to microwave spirituality. In
other words, the modern North American Church is attempting to instantly construct
what takes years to develop in a healthy spiritual manner.
Even Bill Hybels, attractional programming icon and founding pastor of Willow
Creek, decried attractional ministry after the release of Willow Creeks self-commissioned
2007 discipleship study which documented that Willow had succeeded in attracting a
crowd, but failed in leading people to abundance in Christ (discipleship).20 Bob Burney’s
commentary titled, ‘Willow Creek Model’, its Leaders Say, ‘Fails at Discipleship,’ wrote,
“The report reveals that most of what they have been doing for these many years and
what they have taught millions of others to do is not producing solid disciples of Jesus
Christ. Numbers yes, but not disciples. It gets worse.”21 According to the article, in
reference to the study, Hybels lamented:
Some of the stuff that we have put millions of dollars into, thinking it would
really help our people grow and develop spiritually, when the data actually came
19

Kenneth Bakken, The Call to Wholeness, (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2009), 1.

20

Greg L. Hawkins And Cally Parkinson, Reveal: Where are you?, (city: Willow Creek
Association; 1ST edition, August 2007).
21

Burney, Bob. Christian Examiner, “Willow Creek model, its leaders say, fails at discipleship.”
http://www.christianexaminer.com/Articles/Articles%20Jan08/Art_Jan08_oped1.html. (accessed August
26, 2011).
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back it wasn't helping people that much. Other things that we didn't put that much
money into and didn't put much staff against is stuff our people are crying out
for.22
This author asserts that size of a local church is not the leading indicator of
biblical health of a faith community. Whether a mega-Church, micro-Church, or anything
in between; size is not within itself an indicator if church members are experiencing an
abundant life which could lead to the Great Commission’s fulfillment. Attractional
programming is not a satisfactory solution to the stagnation issue North American
Churches as a whole face when it comes to fulfilling the Great Commission. According
to attractional programming’s biggest proponents of the model over the past several
decades (Hybels, et. al.), this approach may attract people in the short run as it has shown
itself to be effective in doing, but attracting a crowd is short-sighted because doing so
does not necessarily lead people into a life that embodies the MIC.

Apologetic Evangelism
Apologetic evangelism seeks to tell others about Jesus through some means of
defending the faith. According to Van Harvey, “Apologetics traditionally denotes the
reasoned defense of the Christian religion against intellectual objections, the attempt to
establish certain elements of that FAITH as true or, at least, not demonstrably untrue.”23
Apologetics may involve philosophical discussions, theological debates and
hermeneutical disputes regarding the Christian faith. Apologetic evangelism anticipates
telling others about Jesus after leveling a logical response to questions, doubts and

22

Ibid.

23

Van A. Harvey, A Handbook of Theological Terms, (New York: Macmillan Company, 1964),

26.
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criticisms. This approach tends to rely heavily on propositional truth and fact reporting.
Too often it leads to intimidation and off-putting arguments that turn people away from
the Christian faith instead of drawing them into it. Apologetic evangelism has an
important role to play and may positively contribute to the defense of Christian theism.
This author firmly believes an apologetic approach would be greatly enhanced and
perhaps more effective if MIC ethics were properly applied.
Leonard Sweet in his book, So Beautiful, describes the elevation of propositional
truth over truth experience through relationship as “propositional impotence.”24
Propositional impotence is the belief that, if only people knew “their Bible” and had
proper doctrine, they would ultimately be fulfilled and submit to “Truth.” This, in turn,
would keep them in the Church, motivate them to convince others of the “Truth,”
ultimately resulting in the fulfillment of the Great Commission. Therefore, retention
becomes a question of orthodoxy. 25
An example of a proponent of propositional truth is found in David Wells’ book,
No Place for Truth, where he says,
There is no Christian faith in the absence of “sound doctrine”, “sound
instruction”, or the “pattern of sound teaching”. It is this doctrine, or more
precisely, the truth it contains and expresses, that was “taught” by the apostles and
“delivered” to the Church. It is this message that is our only ground for hope and
salvation. Without it, we have neither the Father nor the Son.26
24

Sweet, 99.

25

David W. Congdon, “The Fire and the Rose: Charles Colson, Propositional Truth, and
Inerrancy,” The Fire and the Rose Blog, entry posted June 17, 2006, http://www.fireandrose.blogspot.com
/2006/06/charles-colson-propositional-truth-and.html (accessed April 14, 2011). Propositional Truth for
much of the history of the Christian church (post-Scholasticism up into the Enlightenment), viewed the
Bible as a collection of facts and propositions which tell us what we are to think and believe about God,
humanity, the world, and all creation. Charles Hodge wrote an entire systematic theology, which is
simultaneously Protestant and rooted in propositional truth; his is the standard presentation of these views.
26

David F. Wells,, No Place for Truth, Or, Whatever Happened to Evangelical Theology? (Grand
Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 1993), 103.
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To be clear, sound doctrine is important, but the proceeding quote expressed by
David Wells seems to illustrate the elevation of propositional truth over truth experience.
This is a position that many in the field of Apologetic Evangelism take.
Elevating propositional truth over truth experience places a Christian’s identity in
propositions and not in a transformational experience made possible by Jesus Christ.
Wells’ statement potentially leads to an elevation of doctrine over relationship. Salvation
and hope are not exclusively found in teaching a doctrine, rather in a personal
relationship with Jesus Christ that is made possible by his redemptive work on the Cross
(Galatians 6:12). Mark Miller affirms the importance of harnessing truth experience in
emerging culture, Miller writes,
Today’s emerging generation no longer needs the informed to be the informer.
The internet has given them unprecedented access to information that is only a
few clicks away. The shift in need has also brought a shift in learning styles.
Experience that is interactive and relational not only attracts the younger
generations, but is the key to educating them as well.27
Sound doctrine establishes that our hope is found in Jesus Christ, the truth of this
fact is not based on one’s knowledge of doctrine, but in a holistic love (MIC) experience
with Christ. The power of scripture is as follows: it is God’s revelation of Himself to us.
Elevating God’s written revelation above a genuine relationship with Him will ultimately
result in personal and spiritual dissatisfaction, because without a personal knowledge of
Christ we end up with a hollow religion incapable of fulfilling the Great Commission. To
be clear, sound teaching does contribute to a rich and satisfying life of love for God and

27

Mark Miller, Experiential Storytelling: Rediscovering Narrative to Communicate God’s Message
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan 2003), 43.
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others. Yet, I would not join in the chorus that Dorothy Sayers refers to in her book,
Creed or Chaos?:
Official Christianity, of late years, has been having what is known as “a bad
press.” We are constantly assured that churches are empty because preachers
insist too much upon doctrine–“dull dogma,” as people call it. The fact is the
precise opposite. It is the neglect of dogma that makes for dullness. The Christian
faith is the most exciting drama that ever staggered the imagination of man–the
dogma is the drama.28
Intellectual consent to sound doctrine is important, but spiritual transformation is
not guaranteed in this case. Sound doctrine does not have within itself the ability to
address the center of one’s spiritual being. According to John Ortberg, “Jesus consistently
focused on people’s center: Are they oriented toward the center of spiritual life (love for
God and people), or are they moving away from it.”29 Overexerting doctrine at the
expense of communicating a life that is demonstrated by abundance, richness,
satisfaction, and joy, may lead to what Ortberg calls, “pseudo-transformation”30 resulting
in diminished Great Commission effectiveness.
This writer believes Apologetic Evangelism and its overt emphasis on
propositional truth has caused some North American churches to lose perspective on the
Church’s calling to make disciples, baptize, and teach them to follow the commandments
of Jesus (Matthew 22 & 28). Some have elevated the cause of being a defender of truth,
at the expense of the Church being the light to the world and champion of God’s hope
and love to a lost and hurting world. John MacArthur said, in his interview on WLQV,
The Paul Edwards Program,
28
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I believe the church has one function, and that is to guard the truth, to proclaim
the truth and to live the truth. So you take the Word of God, you teach it, you
proclaim it, you protect it, you defend it, and you live it, and that’s a church. The
Word of God rightly divided, rightly understood.31
Obviously, this is an example of propositional truth taken to its extreme, but John
MacArthur does have a large following and is a major proponent of propositional truth
and apologetic efforts aimed at bringing unconverted people to a belief in Christianity’s
truth.
This writer believes propositional truth does not contribute to the fulfillment of
the Great Commission very effectively when integral pieces of the Christian life are
neglected. The thesis of this paper therefore argues that loving God with all your heart,
mind, soul, and strength and your neighbor as yourself, more positively reflects the ethic
of Jesus which is holistic in nature and informs our approach to the Great Commission.
Apologetic evangelism as a method to persuade people to follow Christianity could be
greatly enhanced if guided by the lived-out ethics of the MIC.

Church Multiplication
The third proposed solution is church multiplication or church planting. Church
multiplication or church planting has become an extremely popular mechanism in
attempting to fulfill the Great Commission. Tim Keller wrote,
The vigorous, continual planting of new congregations is the single most crucial
strategy for 1) the numerical growth of the Body of Christ in any city, and 2) the
continual corporate renewal and revival of the existing churches in a city. Nothing
else–not crusades, outreach programs, para-church ministries, growing mega31
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churches, congregational consulting, nor church renewal processes–will have the
consistent impact of dynamic, extensive church planting.32
As a pastor who has planted three churches, this author agrees with Keller about
the propensity of a new church body to grow numerically and promote renewal in
existing churches. However, planting a church within itself does not consequently mean
the fulfillment of the Great Commission. Like attractional programming, an assembly of
people under the banner of Christ does not subsequently guarantee or negate that
disciples are being made, people are being baptized, and these new followers are being
equipped to live out the MIC.
Keller also makes the case for church planting as the mechanism for fulfilling the
Great Commission, stating:
Virtually all the great evangelistic challenges of the New Testament are basically
calls to plant churches, not simply to share the faith. The “Great Commission”
(Matt.28: 18-20) is not just a call to 'make disciples' but to 'baptize'. In Acts and
elsewhere, it is clear that baptism means incorporation into a worshipping
community with accountability and boundaries (cf. Acts 2:41-47). The only way
to be truly sure you are increasing the number of Christians in a town is to
increase the number of churches.33
Keller is a proponent of planting churches to increase the number of Christians
and thus fulfill the Great Commission. I agree with Keller’s premise of church planting
and echo his sentiment that it is essential to create new local expression of Christ that are
committed to disciple making, baptizing, and teaching new disciples to love God and
people, rather than the creation of another salvation culture. This is evidenced in Willow
Creek’s Reveal study consisting of 235,000 congregants from over 850 churches, 40
32
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percent (excluding the top 5 percent churches) would “very strongly agree” that they
have a “love of God” and only 17 percent would “very strongly agree” that they have a
“love of others.”34 The data derived in Willow Creek’s Reveal study supports the need
for this paper’s thesis. Faith communities that vibrantly express the Gospel and outwardly
manifest the ethics of the MIC stand the best chance of reproducing themselves in
spiritually healthy manner.
Church multiplication may address declining participation in the North American
Church, but it does not directly address the problem of supplanting Gospel Culture with
Salvation Culture. The multiplication of new faith communities is a valid method of
fulfilling the Great Commission, but it should not supersede the potential impact existing
faith communities may have when the values of the MIC are embraced. This paper’s
position is that a Gospel manifestation in the lives of Jesus’ followers will ultimately
address problems associated with Salvation Culture vs. a Gospel Culture, Moralistic
Therapeutic Deism, and Obsession with a narrow view of the Great Commission,
resulting in Declining Participation in the North American Church.

Niche Ministry Programs
The fourth proposed solution is the creation of various niche ministry programs
(Celebrate Recovery, divorce groups, children’s programs, special needs, financial
management, choirs, etc.) to meet the personal preferences and perceived needs of all
who walk through the church door. On the website, Church, Christianity, Spiritual: All
about Christian Churches, they published an article titled, “No Fluff Niche Marketing.”
34
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In this article they define niche marketing as, “picking apart a large demographic based
on a lot more narrowly defined dilemma areas.”35 The authors of, Sacred Companies:
Organizational Aspects of Religion and Religious Aspects of Organizations, give a better
understanding of the goal and purpose of niche ministry programs:
…based on their experience with a limited number of evangelization programs,
[church leaders] will formulate [a program] that makes sense for their situation.
Their experience, along with the insights of current members, could result in
church programs that are attractive to the target groups. All of this contains the
goal of achieving a satisfactory rate of growth as determined by their
aspirations.36
The explanation and stated selection process of “achieving a satisfactory rate of
growth determined by their aspirations” reminisces of growth idolatry and perhaps a
desire for personal empire building rather than making disciples of all nations. Nancy
Ammerman explains niche ministry programs or what she calls niche congregations best:
A niche congregation is almost the opposite of a parish or neighborhood church.
Rather than attach itself to a particular area (e.g., neighborhood or community), a
niche congregation seeks to establish an identity “independent of context,”
catering to the tastes of a particular cross-section of persons. The model, in other
words, is consumerist, with potential congregants conceived as “church shoppers”
and each church seeking to carve out a “market share” by appealing to the tastes
of some particular slice of the population. Such churches are only likely to
increase and thrive in a “mobile, cosmopolitan culture in which congregational
choice is the norm.37
Taken to its extreme, niche ministry can become what this author calls the
“Supermarket” approach to ministry—a one-stop shopping experience for your entire list
35
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of perceived needs. While this approach, on the surface, seems to have the best interest of
peoples’ spiritual needs in mind, it can actually lead to more damaging results than good.
It can encourage people to embrace a consumerist mindset; a model where participation
is given up for consumption, and results in unhealthy dependence upon clergy
professionals who shoulder a disproportionate amount of ministry responsibility. This
model of ministry may reap results quickly, but may also produce a very shallow and
narrow view of the Gospel.
Niche or program ministries are prone to an unhealthy dependency on consumer
trends. Many North American churches spend an inordinate amount of time and
resources trying to cater to the fickle whims of consumer-driven Christianity. Much like
the problems associated with attractional programming, niche ministry programs are not
only narrow, but deficient in their ability to produce mature disciples that are capable of
fulfilling the Great Commission. Peter Sedgwick, in his book, The Market Economy and
Christian Ethics, speaks to the growing appeal of consumerism:
What causes the dissatisfaction is the realization “that the more one possesses the
more one wants, while deeper aspirations remain unsatisfied and perhaps even
stifled”. The encyclical sees that the appeal of consumerism is promoted by a
“flood of publicity and the ceaseless and tempting offer of products”. This is
called “superdevelopment”, or the “excessive availability of every kind of
material goods”. It leads to the discarding of goods which still work, or are
valuable, with no thought of its possible lasting value in itself, nor of some other
human being who is poorer. 38
While this quote speaks of rampant consumerism within American culture, it may
also suggest a problem that is facing believing Christians in the local Church. It seems
reasonable to say that the American Church itself has been influenced by consumer
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attitudes to which Eugene Peterson offers the following harsh words of criticism, “A
consumer church is an anti-Christ church. It’s doing the right thing – gathering a
congregation – but doing it in the wrong way."39
Niche Ministry Programs core problem is very similar to attractional
programming; its motivation is to bolster attendance by meeting a perceived need. While
attracting a crowd is not a bad thing, it does have dire consequences when consumerism
is cultivated in lieu of nurturing a renewed heart and mind toward the likeness of Christ
(Matthew 20:28, Romans 12:2, and Hebrews 8:10). Above all, the Christian life is to be
lived from the heart and motivated by love not driven primarily by one’s perceived needs.
If niche programs are employed, freeing people to love God and fully embrace the
ethics of the MIC should be a chief concern. Doing so enables Christians to live as whole
examples of God’s providence and healing. When Christians exemplify loving, rich,
satisfying, and joyous lives they illuminate the glory of God. St. Irenaeus, said it this
way, “Man fully alive is the glory of God.”40
Wes Tracy observes the longing of many Christians; something for which
programs and activities cannot provide. He says,
Many of us in mainstream Christianity have tried to fill our inner longing with the
programs and activities of the Church. Christian entertainment competes with its
secular counterpart. We become religious consumers who hop from Church to
Church, seeking the programs that meet our needs. . . . But programs can’t muffle
the cry of innumerable hearts longing for a meaningful relationship with the
Almighty and an experience of community with the people of God. We hunger for
something deeper and more radical than mere religious activity.41
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Churches that express the values and ethics of the MIC may be able to provide
deeper and more radical experiences for Christians. Tracy claims people are hungry for
such experiences. With these improvements, niche ministry programs may be a viable
way to fulfill the Great Commission and reverse the trend of decline in the North
American Church.
Four proposed solutions have been entertained in this section, all of which aim to
address some aspect of the Church’s inability to fulfill the Great Commission. Many have
components that contribute to healthy and vibrant expressions of ministry. However, the
sustainability and effectiveness of many of these approaches remain in question. Tension
created by Salvation Culture is all too often the norm, Moralistic Therapeutic Deism as
an unnamed religion is still on the rise, and unhealthy Great Commission perspectives
exist. I propose a deeper, more holistic and sustainable solution be employed; a solution
that adds qualitative value to the Great Commission and aids people who follow Christ in
having a greater relational connection with God, self, and community. In the next section
I will propose such a solution.
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SECTION 3
THESIS
The thesis of this paper is that the North American Church can more effectively
fulfill the Great Commission (Matthew 28:18-20), if the Church adheres to the values and
ethics of the Most Important Commandment (MIC) (Mark 12:28-31). It is my contention
that, if Christians lived out the MIC and made it the pattern by which they lived their
lives, Christians would experience the fulfillment of Jesus’ promise of an abundant life
(John 10:10 and John 17:13). Therefore, by fulfillment of Christ’s promise to his
followers, Christians will demonstrate a more powerful and appealing life motivated by
love (1 Thessalonians 1:5, John 4:36, 1 Corinthians 15:57), this will result in the Church
being better equipped to fulfill its redemptive purpose as spelled out in the Great
Commission.
The following graphical illustratration represents the interaction of these three
componenets. It shows the relationship between the Great Commission, MIC, and an
abundant life (John 4:36; 1 Corinthians 15:57). Love stands at the center because love is
the best way to describe God and love is what defines Christians (John 13:35).

Figure 4.1. Interaction of the Great Commission, MIC, and Abundant life.
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The MIC as a rationale for pursuing the Great Commission
Jesus provides the foundation for the Christian life when giving the love
commands in Mark 12:29-30, referred to in this paper as the MIC. Dr. Tom Oord
comments, “The greatest love commands have been central in the Church’s proclamation
from its inception.”42 The author of this paper suggests that what is central in the
Church’s proclamation should also be central in its practice, particularly in its mission to
fulfill the Great Commission. Love, derived from an understanding of the MIC, can serve
as means and motive for fulfilling the Great Commission. In that sense, a holistic love for
God and others are the rationale for the Great Commission, while abundance of love from
God is the compelling experience which is promised to all involved (John 4:36). Dr. Oord
calls this the “most fundamental claim about God,”
To find the core themes of Christianity, we begin with the doctrine of God. We
believe that the most fundamental claim about who God is – the very heart of an
adequate doctrine of God – derives from this simple three-word sentence: "God is
love" (John 4:8, 16, although the concept permeates Scripture). Although God has
other attributes, none seem as central to the biblical witness and to Christianity.
God’s essence is love, and God acts lovingly out of that essence.43
As stated in Section 2: The Problem, and evidenced by Gordon MacDonald and
Reggie McNeal’s discussion of growth idolatry, when love for God and others is not the
orienting concern for North American churches, an environment of ecclesiastical
impotence is set that potentially results in a carnal implementation of the Great
Commission. Instead of love for God and people as the driving force behind the Great
Commission, love appears as a secondary concern in church practitioners’ minds. The
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thesis of this paper addresses these issues by proposing the MIC as the Church’s orienting
concern and its primary motive in the pursuit of the Great Commission. The Wesleyan
Church International succinctly expresses this idea in a mission statement found on their
website: “Fulfilling the Great Commission in the spirit of the Great Commandment.”44
And since love is the preeminent motive for a follower of Christ in all activities, all other
motives for fulfilling the Great Commission should be discarded (1 Corinthians 13).
John Wesley’s writing and preaching on the subject of love persists even in the
21st century. Wesley often quoted the MIC and insisted that embracing the spirit of the
MIC could lead to Christian perfection. He states, “Love is the end of all the
commandments of God. Love is the end, the sole end, of every dispensation of God, from
the beginning of the World to the consummation of all things.”45 In Wesley’s writing the
primacy of love in every Christian’s life is emphasized:
What then is religion? It is easy to answer, if we consult the oracles of God.
Accounting to these, it lies in one single point: it is neither more nor less than
love. It is love which is the fulfilling of the law, the end of the commandment.
Religion is the love of God and our neighbor, that is, every man under heaven.46
Wesley’s words are relevant to the thesis of this paper, which suggests that the
Great Commission would be more effectively fulfilled if guided by the Great
Commandment or MIC.
One may ask, what is love and how may it be defined Biblically and
philosophically? Dr. Tom Oord offers the following definition of love, “To act
intentionally, in sympathetic/empathetic response to God and others, to promote overall
44
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well-being.”47 It would therefore seem that acting intentionally to fulfill the Great
Commission, motivated by love (MIC), would promote the overall well-being of the soul
(abundance). Especially since love is the core motivation of the Christian experience (1
Corinthians 13). Love as a primary means and method of approaching the Great
Commission is the basis for this paper's thesis which contends that the North American
Church could be more effective fulfilling the Great Commission when the values and
ethics of MIC are its primary concern. Moreover, when Christians make living out the
MIC the primary focus of their lives, they will experience the abundant life Jesus
promised and a more loving impact on the world for Christ (John 10:10, John 17:13).
In this section I will address the four major criticisms of the modern North
American Church as outlined in American Church in Crisis, by David Olson by showing
how the MIC can reasonably address the four major criticisms, thus aiding in the
fulfillment of the Great Commission. Particular attention is paid to the role of love and
how love instigates a plausible response to these criticisms and provides actionable steps
toward a solution.
Addressing the Four Major Criticisms
“The Great Commission” has defined what it means to be a Protestant in the
broadly evangelical tradition. In his Enquiry, Carey argued that Christ’s
command in Matthew 28:19-20 was not something confined to the time of the
Disciples, but was a present responsibility for all his followers. “Go therefore
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have
commanded you.48
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The above quote speaks to a 2nd-century tradition that calls Christians to be
participants in the Great Commission. Every believer is called into abundance in love,
resulting in the expansion of the kingdom of God. Motivated by love abundance, a
Christian will invite others to be Disciples of Christ: by preaching, teaching, and
baptizing those who are exposed to the Gospel. If the Church in North America is to
survive, it is paramount that it becomes a place where the gospel is not simply spoken,
but also lived lovingly and abundantly. In this way, there is less emphasis on
propositional transference and intellectual consent, and greater emphasis on the Gospel
lived out as a response to God’s call of love resulting in abundant life.
Accordingly, biblical promises of abundance fueled by love become the
foundation for the Great Commission. Dr. Oord, states,
We imitate God’s love when we live in ways that bring abundant life to creation.
Some of the most common expressions of love are actions such as forgiving,
offering words of encouragement, donating money to the needy, displaying selfcontrol, showing humility, trusting, respecting, showing compassion, telling the
truth, being patient, liberating the captive and oppressed, and being kind.49
As Dr. Oord explains, abundance is not a prosperity gospel, but rather, it is
illustrated in the life of the believer; a life so filled with abundance of love that there is a
transformative and compelling nature to the way they live. Whether this is in a deep
peace, a strong and vibrant purpose, an abiding hope, or an assent to live in authentic
community where others matter as much as the individual, it cannot be denied by those in
the sphere of influence of the believer.
Individuals in community with whom others are experiencing an abundant life
(due to living out the MIC) will be more attractive to seekers in emerging culture. In this
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sense, an abundant life on display in the world reveals the blessing that can only be found
in healthy biblical community where love is the orienting concern (Ephesians 2:12-13).
Love and abundance authentically expressed in local faith communities address
basic humans need for belonging and significance. Biblically healthy communities, by
their expression of abundance in love, are the best suited to respond to the four criticisms
leveled against the North American Church. While criticism of the church will always
exist, Dr. Oord states:
God’s prevenient grace sets the context for our responses, because God acts first
to offer us abundant life. In terms of relational holiness, we say that God relates to
us by acting first in every moment to provide us with opportunities for free action.
Those opportunities arise out of God’s own actions, the actions of others, and our
own previous actions. The relations we have with God and others set the context
for each moment of our lives. God’s moment-by-moment call requires our
response. God calls us to love according to the multi-layered relations in which
we live.50
Our response to creation is from the overflow of God’s grace, hope, and love
giving us a passion to invite others into community with both God and His people, thus
giving us a holy response to God’s call of love which can transcend individual criticisms
(Romans 15:13; 2 Corinthians 9:13).
The following four sub-sections will illustrate how Christians by living out the
MIC and experiencing a more abundant life of love, can respond to the criticisms
outlined in Section 2: The Problem. Also, the process of responding to the four major
criticism of the North American Church will more fully explain the practical
manifestation of the MIC and its impact on a believer’s life, the church, and the world
resulting in the fulfillment of the Great Commission.
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Criticism #1: Your Christianity is too “plastic.” Christians pretend to live
faultless lives; we need more authenticity.
According to a study called, The counterfeit self: The deceptive costs of faking it,
which is housed in the U.S. National Library of Medicine, people’s “inauthenticity” is
fueled by one’s desire “to signal positive traits” to others.51 According to Scripture, when
we desire the approval of man above the approval of God, it damages our ability to fulfill
the Great Commission. According to this study, inauthenticity has had unforeseen
negative results. It leads to dishonest behavior, judgmental attitudes, and other unethical
pursuits. In other words, not being honest about oneself has a negative effect on ethical
behavior and how one interacts and views others. Dr. Oord, says, “Love provides the
foundation and framework for faith. God’s love for us and our love in return, as well as
our love for neighbors and ourselves, resides at the core of Christianity.”52 By loving God
with all his/her heart, a person will find his/her approval in God and not in others;
therefore, the individual will not need to project an untrue image of his or herself.53
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The “heart,” as defined by Dallas Theological Seminary professors, Walvoord and
Zuck , acts as a person’s control center.54 Another researcher, Dr. Mueck, sought to
illuminate the heart as the governess of a person’s emotions. He writes:
The word "emotion" itself already discloses some of its meaning. It is deduced
from the Latin word for "motion" and relates for that matter to things that "move"
us. Emotions rule us: the brain is already occupied with the emotion long before
we notice this ourselves. A cause for this is that external stimulations are dealt
with first by the parts of our brain that deal with emotions (most of these
stimulations are dealt with on "autopilot"). Only later, certain "selected"
stimulations or experiences can reach parts of the brain that allow us to
experience this emotion consciously. This means that everything that we
experience has been "pre-treated" emotionally.55
By combining the research of Walvoord, Zuck, and Mueck, one may gain a better
understanding of the “heart” as the emotional control center of a person’s life.
Emotional distress, such as the acting out of a façade, has been shown to lower
serotonin levels in a person’s brain, which can, in turn, result in periods of psychological
impairments, such as depression.56 According to Ivan Miller and Cynthia Battle,
Psychological impairments refer to impairments in functioning in areas other than
symptoms. A number of areas of functioning are subsumed under the construct of
psychosocial functioning. These areas include social/interpersonal functioning,
family/marital relationships, work/school performance, physical health status, and
leisure/ recreational activities.57
Naturally, a person with a psychological impairment would find it more difficult
to interact with others in a real, honest, and authentic way. They would find it difficult to
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enact the values of the MIC, which implies a right relationship with God and a right
relationship with people.
It is reasonable to expect that by loving God with all his/her heart, a person will
experience God’s unconditional acceptance; similarly, by finding his/her security in the
Lord, the same person will be able to live a more open and honest life with others.58
Loving God with all of your heart enables one to experience a secure identity leading to
sound emotional states that allows authentic relationships between God and others to
develop. Love for God and finding an identity in the Creator sufficiently address the first
major criticism of the American church.

Criticism #2: Your Christianity is too focused on the practical; we need deeper
spirituality.
Ten years ago, this author attended a North American contemporary evangelical
church. At this local assembly, there was a running joke; when asked what the sermon
was about, the answer was, “The Five “P’s” to a Perfect Life.” This joke illustrates the
very practical “the Bible is a manual for life” approach many evangelical churches have
adopted. Mark Batterson, in his book Primal states, “I’m afraid that the Western church
has tried to engage our culture, mind-first instead of heart-first. But minds often remain
closed to truth until hearts have been opened by compassion.”59 Batterson’s remarks aptly
describe this author’s experience and support this paper’s thesis. Engaging the
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congregation by offering practical living tips sprinkled with selected portions of scripture
likely results in what Mark Batterson describes as a mind closed to the truth because the
heart and soul have not been touched at a deep level by the one true and living God.
Batterson’s quest for the lost soul of Christianity can be found in a deeper more loving
response to God and others. Dr. Oord contends that “love in response” is at the core of
the Christian experience and helps define holiness, as follows:
God loves us and all creation, and God calls us to love in response. We are holy
as God is holy when we love as God loves. To be holy is to love – love God,
neighbors, and God’s creation, including ourselves. These are the greatest
commandments and our primary focus as Christians. While other notions of
holiness contribute something valuable to our general understanding, we contend
that the core meaning of holiness is love.60
Pursuing a deeper spirituality in lieu of shallow pragmatic philosophies that have
plagued the North American Church will require a fierce commitment to the MIC.
Abundance in love and seeking another’s wellbeing are transformative in nature and lead
to a much deeper spiritual encounter with God (Isaiah 29:13).
The “soul,” which can be defined as a person’s self-conscious life, spirit, or
his/her spiritual life, is sustained by a relationship with God.61 In many religions and
philosophies, the soul is the immaterial part of a person. It is usually thought to consist of
one's thoughts and personality, and it can be synonymous with the spirit, mind, or self. In
Christian theology, the soul is often believed to live on after the person’s death. In some

60

Thomas Jay Oord & Michael Lodahl, Relational Holiness: Responding to the Call of Love
(Kansas City, MO: Beacon Hill Press 2005). 72.
61

Psalm 63:1: “O God, you are my God; I earnestly search for you. My soul thirsts for you; my
whole body longs for you in this parched and weary land where there is no water.”

33

cultures, non-human living things, and sometimes even inanimate objects, are said to
have souls.62
The biblical term for “soul” found in the Old Testament is translated from the
Hebrew word, nephesh. The term for “soul” in the New Testament is translated from the
Greek word, psuche. There is no evidence in Old Testament Jewish thought that
transmigration of the soul is immaterial, or that it is an immortal entity. Instead, it saw
people’s bodies and souls as completely integrated; according to Old Testament Jewish
thought, they are not two separate entities but act more as one person from different
standpoints.63
In the New Testament, however, several passages refer to the soul as separate
from one’s physical life. In Luke 1:46, Mary is clearly differentiating her soul from her
physical body when she cries out, “Oh, how my soul praises the Lord. How my spirit
rejoices in God my Savior!” Similarly, in Hebrews 4:12, there is a distinction made
between soul and thought; that same clarification is set forth in I Thessalonians 5:23,
where Paul says, “May your whole spirit and soul and body be kept blameless until our
Lord Jesus Christ comes again.” Here, Paul acknowledges the separation of the spirit and
body and extols the importance of dedicating both the body and spirit to purity—an
allegiance that should be ever present in a follower of Christ. If a follower of Christ and
by extension, the Church and its leadership can love God with all their souls, they will
nullify the second critique of the contemporary American Church.64
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While there is a clear distinction between the mind, body, and soul, they are also
interrelated to one another, themselves analogous to a whole machine comprised of
different parts. Sure, you can identify the parts, but the parts are made to collectively
function as the whole. Therefore, if the second criticism of the modern North American
Church is valid, it is important to not have the pendulum swing to the other side and
subsequently neglect the mind. The “mind” can be defined as a person’s thought capacity
or intellect. Christianity has had a conflicted history with the pursuit of knowledge and
emerging thought. The intellectual tide has ebbed and flowed, struggling to negotiate the
mystic heritage of medieval Europe with the modern enlightenment of twentieth century
America.
Today, there is a mixture of the two intellectual approaches in Christendom; while
some in the Church still fearfully reject scientific discovery, others seek to engage
science and discovery head-on. Perhaps Richard Rice said it well enough when he said:
“If fideism holds that reason has nothing to do with faith, rationalism maintains it has
everything to do with it.”65 While the former embraces the “mystery of God” and prides
itself on the concept of faith, it does so at the expense of the amazing gift of
mind/intellect that God has entrusted to us. The latter, while trumpeting the virtue of
intellectual pursuits, scholarship, and the use of mind/intellect to its fullest, does so at the
expense of trust and faith in God, by shifting one’s attention away from God and to its
own ability to think and reason. Both of these extremes have the right answer, but they
have both asked the wrong question.
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The question is not: “Do I pursue faith or reason?” The question is: “How do I
live out a life of faith and reason?” Embracing an enlightened mysticism approach to God
that respects the mystery of God, while at the same time fully using the gift of mind He
has entrusted to His creation, will be part of a strong foundation of a holistic and
integrated life of worship. One would have to safely assume Jesus intended this to be so
when he gave the MIC.
In ancient Hebrew, there is no distinctive terminology for the concept of the mind.
In the Greek world, however, the concept of mind was paramount to the understanding of
people. Since, in the Old Testament, there is no definitive word that is used for the human
mind, English translators supplied other words (“soul,” “spirit,” or “heart”) in their
versions, as the context dictates.66 Probably the most interesting example between Old
Testament Hebrew and New Testament Greek is when Jesus quoted Deuteronomy 6:567
in Mark 12:3068 and added the word “mind.”
Jesus’ acknowledgment of the mind and soul as separate, expanded our whole
understanding of existence and how we are to worship God. This fact was not lost in
Paul, who in Romans 12:2 said, “Don’t copy the behavior and customs of this world, but
let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think. Then you will
learn to know God’s will for you, which is good and pleasing and perfect.” This concept
of loving, worshiping, knowing, and glorifying God with one’s mind is foundational to a
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fully-devoted follower of Christ; by having a healthy inter-reliance of both mind and
spirit, the Church can respect both mysticism and practical gospel.
The New Testament elevates the importance of bringing glory to God through the
physical body to the same level as the heart, mind, and soul. One example of this
elevation is found in 1 Corinthians 6:19-20, in which Paul states, “Don’t you realize that
your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit, who lives in you and was given to you by
God? You do not belong to yourself, for God bought you with a high price. So you must
honor God with your body.” Throughout Scripture, we are reminded that whatever a
person eats, drinks or does, it does indeed matter to God. God instructs His creation to
honor Him with his/her heart, mind, and soul, as well as his/her strength (The Greek word
is ischuo, “to be strong or powerful” physically; in this context the meaning can be “to be
healthy”)69
During the Industrial Revolution, cultural and social changes unexpectedly
ushered in a new era of distorted Docetism70—one that survives to this day. It is not that
modern Christians necessarily view physical matter as evil; it is more accurate to say that,
generally, modern Christians hold the view that, as evaluated by their actions, their
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physical bodies are inconsequential in the grand scheme of God’s eternal plan. Such a
notion is foreign to the New Testament writers and unhelpful when one considers how
the body might bear witness to God’s redeeming grace.
The MIC reveals a holistic approach to one’s spirituality that may also benefit one
physically, in that one sees physical health as an outpouring of their spirituality.71
Modern individualistic ways of thinking sabotage the notion of love and holism by
compartmentalizing life into segments. Biblically speaking, love addresses the whole
person and causes individuals to love God in return with their bodies. The mind, body,
and spirit are interwoven with one another. When any one of these suffers from neglect,
they all are impacted in a negative way. Anecdotally, it has been this author’s experience
that if the mind, body, or spirit are suffering, it negatively effects one’s relationship with
God and with others. Consequently, it is reasonable to predict that holistically healthy
Christians and by extension, a holistically healthy Church may experience deeper
spirituality leading to a more profound impact on the world.

Criticism #3: Your Christianity is too individualistic; we need to learn to live in
community.
The MIC, and the very nature of love assumes community, it beckons individuals
to lovingly establish connections with a triune God and interact with fellow humans in
authentic community. Dr. Oord quotes Ephesians 5:1-2, where Paul calls Christians to
"be imitators of God . . . and live in love as Christ loved us." Oord expounds on this idea
71
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by saying, “our love ought to be like God’s love. Depending on the circumstances, this
may mean turning the other cheek, taking pleasure in and enhancing the beauty of
creation, or establishing the bonds of community.”72
Tod Bolsinger, further stresses the importance of communal faith over
individualism saying, “Indeed, forming people into exceptional Christians—persons able
to model Christian faith effectively to seekers—requires forming exceptional
communities.”73 Roof and McKinney, in their book, American Mainline Religion, agree
with Bolsinger and argue against the privatization of faith:
In this climate of expressive individualism, religion tends to become “privatized,”
or more anchored in the personal realms. Customs and tradition play less a role in
shaping what an individual believes; religious feelings and meanings become, or
can become, more a matter of choice and preference. Privatized faith is
subjective, often concerned more with style than with substance, and more with
sensibility and taste than with shared meanings and shared reality. Put simply,
religious pluralism in the modern context is further individualized: each person
has a different “version” of religious reality.74
Faith is not a private matter exclusively. Bolsinger makes this statement
by simply titling his book, “It takes a Church to Raise a Christian.” By meeting
in community, we fulfill the scriptural mandate to continue to meet together
(Hebrews 10:25). This “meeting in community” goes beyond the need to simply
meet or worship together, and speaks to a desire to truly “know” and love one
another as neighbors. This is not a self-seeking love, but a serving love.
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Bonheoffer describes this love as “Spiritual love.”75 Writes Bonhoeffer,
“Spiritual love loves the other for the sake of Christ.”76 The author of the classic
Life Together, makes the argument that while self-centered love draws people
together, it is not a “binding” to one another that is healthy or builds the kingdom
of God; rather it is repressive in its nature, as it seeks to find validation through
relationships in order to conquer.
The only way to break through individualistic faith, or privatized faith, as
mentioned earlier, is to engage Christians in the second half of the MIC, to “love
your neighbor as yourself,” and to do this not from a selfish point of view, but as
an expression of one’s love of Jesus. This holistic love overflows to those around
us,–our “neighbors”–and thus makes it possible to fulfill the Great Commission
in a qualitative sense.
Criticism #4: Your Christianity is too self-serving, focusing all your time and
money on fulfilling your own needs. We need Christians who will live, love, and give for
the last, the least, and the lost.
It is interesting to note that loving your neighbor as yourself can be called “The
Most Forgotten Commandment.” For example, Mark Batterson, in his book, Primal, only
mentions the first part of the MIC. He writes, “The quest for the lost soul of Christianity
begins with rediscovering what it means to love God with all our heart, soul, mind, and
strength. Jesus used those four kaleidoscopic words to describe four dimensions of
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love.”77 While I applaud Batterson’s focus on living out the first part of The MIC, it
illustrates how many leaders in the Christian faith have forgotten that Jesus said,
“…equally important: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’”
While loving your neighbor as yourself may seem straight forward, there have
been questions raised to exactly what is meant by loving your neighbor as yourself. Rob
Bell, in his book, Velvet Elvis, writes:
Could there be a more basic verse? “Love your neighbor as yourself.”
Who could possibly have any sort of problem with this verse? And how could
someone mess this up? What could be complicated about loving your neighbor?
Even people who don’t believe in God and don’t read the Bible would say that
loving your neighbor is a good thing to do. A couple of questions this verse
raised: How do we live this verse out? What does it mean to love? What isn’t
love? Who decides what is love and what isn’t love? And what about your
neighbor? Who is your neighbor? Is your neighbor only the person next door, or
is it anyone you have contact with? Or is it every single human being on the face
of the planet?78
Fortunately, scripture has answered these questions regarding love. In 1
Corinthians 13:3b-7, Paul writes,
…if I didn’t love others, I would have gained nothing. Love is patient and kind.
Love is not jealous or boastful or proud or rude. It does not demand its own way.
It is not irritable, and it keeps no record of being wronged. It does not rejoice
about injustice but rejoices whenever the truth wins out. Love never gives up,
never loses faith, is always hopeful, and endures through every circumstance.79
His second question is, “Who is your neighbor?” Once again, Scripture directly
answers this question in a parable known as “The Good Samaritan found in Luke 10:2537:”
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One day an expert in religious law stood up to test Jesus by asking him this
question: “Teacher, what should I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus replied, “What
does the law of Moses say? How do you read it?” The man answered, “‘You must
love the LORD your God with all your heart, all your soul, all your strength, and
all your mind.’ And, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ ” “Right!” Jesus told him.
“Do this and you will live!” The man wanted to justify his actions, so he asked
Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” Jesus replied with a story: “A Jewish man was
traveling on a trip from Jerusalem to Jericho, and he was attacked by bandits.
They stripped him of his clothes, beat him up, and left him half dead beside the
road. “By chance a priest came along. But when he saw the man lying there, he
crossed to the other side of the road and passed him by. 32 A Temple assistant
walked over and looked at him lying there, but he also passed by on the other
side. “Then a despised Samaritan came along, and when he saw the man, he felt
compassion for him. 34 Going over to him, the Samaritan soothed his wounds with
olive oil and wine and bandaged them. Then he put the man on his own donkey
and took him to an inn, where he took care of him. 35 The next day he handed the
innkeeper two silver coins, telling him, ‘Take care of this man. If his bill runs
higher than this, I’ll pay you the next time I’m here.’ “Now which of these three
would you say was a neighbor to the man who was attacked by bandits?” Jesus
asked. The man replied, “The one who showed him mercy.” Then Jesus said,
“Yes, now go and do the same.” 80
According to Walvoord and Zuck, the parable of the Good Samaritan is one of the
most well-known Lucan parables. They state that the clear teachings of this parable is
that, “A person, like the Samaritan, should help others in need (v. 37). If one has the heart
of a neighbor, he will see and help a neighbor.”81 If this is one of the most well-known
Lucan parables, it is also one of most neglected in the American Christian Church.
According to a study done in 2006 by Barna Research, “Adults aligned with nonChristian faith groups (33%) were more likely to volunteer their free time to help a nonprofit organization compared to 24% of evangelicals, 26% of non-evangelical born again
Christians, 21% of notional Christians and 14% of atheists and agnostics.”82
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One conclusion we can extrapolate from this study is that there is a huge gap
between what Christians know Jesus has instructed them to do and what Christians are
actually doing. In theory, Christians agree with the concept, but fall short practicing it.
Ironically, it seems that the Church may have become more like the priest and the Temple
assistant than the hero of the story—The Good Samaritan.
Loving your neighbor as yourself can be understood as a person’s relationship
with the world around him/her—his/her socio-integration. In the Journal of Psychology
and Theology, Stephen P. Greggo, in his article, "Biblical Metaphors for Corrective
Emotional Relationships in Group Work", writes:
Might these social provisions reflect spiritual priorities and processes? When
Jesus summarizes the law in the great commandment, it is evident that he
greatly values human relationships. "'Love the Lord your God with all your
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your
strength'; and, 'Love your neighbor as yourself'" (Mark 12:30-31, NIV). The
expression of love here refers to ongoing, vibrant relationships between and
within the divine and human planes. There is an implicit statement within this
command referencing the reflective relationship a human has with the self
that also empowers and guides thinking, feeling, and doing. While the phrase
"as yourself" does not ground a self-psychology, it does suggest the existence
of a self-directed affective relational bond. This self-relationship tends to be
manifest in one's persistent inner narrative. This interior self-view is
intricately related to one's external worldview that includes perceived
availability of social provisions. “Love” is the New Testament term that
encompasses the activities and relational affective experiences associated
with the contemporary therapeutic term “social support.”83
Barna’s statistics are illustrated by Batterson’s failure to mention the second part
of the MIC. Bell’s apparent confusion of who qualifies as a biblical neighbor is,
anecdotally, evidenced by a class conducted by this paper’s author wherein the question
is posed, “According to Jesus in Mark 12:30 and 31 what is the most important thing a
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follower of Christ should do?” Without fail, the answer is typically, “Love God with all
you heart, mind, soul and strength”—a good answer, an answer that seems like it should
be correct, but nonetheless, is not what Jesus said. After apologizing to the class, for
setting them up for failure, I point them to the following words: “The second is equally
important, love your neighbor as yourself”. With emphasis on the word, “equal.” It is a
wonderful teaching moment; all of a sudden, there is realization that it matters as much to
God how we love others as how we love Him. This “equal” realization for most
Christians requires repentance and a major reprioritization in how the Christian life is
lived. All the same, it is this “equal” realization that instigates movement toward keeping
the Great Commission.
Conclusion
The failure of the Church to live out the MIC has had a negative influence on its
ability to fulfill the Great Commission. Kenneth L. Bakken in his book, The Call to
Wholeness, makes this clear:
Love is the motivating force that propels us to wholeness. “There is no fear in
love but perfect love casts out fear” (1 John 4:18)–God’s love for us, our
response to God, our love for ourselves and for others. Our experience with God
is ultimately the experience of love, a love that leads from brokenness to
wholeness. We love God by loving our neighbor, and we love our neighbor by
doing justice. We move from domination to servanthood, from selfishness to
sacrifice, from violence to peace, from oppression to liberation, from darkness to
the Light of the world.84
This author posits, a return to living out the MIC in all its fullness will not result
in zero criticism of the North American Church; but it could be a positive response to the
four major criticisms that are levied against the contemporary North American Church
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and thus facilitate a revival of the Great Commission. As Bakken wrote above, “Love is
the motivating force that propels us to wholeness,” and our wholeness in Christ is the
light that attracts others to him. Moreover, since love is the most basic assumption we
have about who God is and how Christians should behave, it only seems reasonable that
love should be the motive and means for effectively carrying out the Great Commission.
Ultimately, the goal of this paper is to help the church fulfill its primary mission to make
disciples of all nations, baptizing and teaching them as followers of Christ. To that end,
this paper’s artifact titled, Immersion challenges readers to discover the abundance of
love as a resource for Christian living and social action.
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SECTION 4
ARTIFACT DESCRIPTION
I have written a “popular” styled book called, Immersion: Live the Life God
Envisioned for You for my track two project. The book is meant to be a practical guide
for people to live out a rich and satisfying life in the 21st century.
The book uses the backdrop of me swimming from Alcatraz Island to the shores
of San Francisco in a race as a metaphor for living out the Great Commandment. I hope
the book will inspire followers of Christ to live out the Great Commandment, which I
believe is the foundation of experiencing a rich and satisfying life. The secondary
audience is church leaders, giving them a fresh metaphor to help equip those whom God
has entrusted to them to incorporate a holistic love for God and compassion for others.
How the book will practically help the church
The book will practically help the church by giving a tangible resource for small
groups who will have discussions about how to live out The Great Commandment. The
more people who change their paradigm and begin to filter the life decisions through the
grid of The Great Commandment the healthier the church will become.
Why it will practically help the church
The book will practically help the church by refocusing people on what Christ
said is the MIC to follow in life. The church like all organizations can be distracted by
activity and forget the core of why they exist. This book is a reminder that the church is
to be focusing on holistically loving God and loving people.
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SECTION 5
ARTIFACT SPECIFICATIONS
Cover Letter to Publisher
Agency Address
Dear Publisher,
My name is Mark McNees and I am the founding and Lead Pastor of an emerging
church called Element3 in Tallahassee, FL. Currently, we have around 500 in weekly
attendance and are planning on opening another campus in Thomasville, GA. We also
opened a coffee house two years ago in the downtown area of Tallahassee that has won
numerous awards and has been able to give several thousand dollars away to local and
global humanitarian efforts.
As part of my doctoral program I have written a book called Immersion: Live the
Life God Envisioned for you. Immersion is a metaphor using my swim from Alcatraz
Island to the shores of San Francisco for living out a holistic life of worship. It has
practical biblical teaching, wrapped in the mystery and intrigue of the world’s hardest
swim.
Thank you for your time and consideration to get behind this book. I believe
Immersion: Life the Life God Has Envisioned for You, has significant market potential
and will appeal to a large Christian audience, thus making it a publishing success as well
as an encouragement to those on their spiritual journey.
Thank you,
Mark McNees
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Title
Immersion: Live the Life God Envisioned for You
Author
Mark R. McNees
10514 Blue Wing Court
Tallahassee, FL 32312
mrm@mye3.org
www.markmcnees.com
blog.markmcnees.com
Vimeo: www.vimeo.com/element3/videos
Twitter: markmcnees
Facebook: Mark McNees
Overview
I have written a “popular” styled book called, Immersion: Live the Life God
Envisioned for You. The book is meant to be a practical guide for people to
experience a rich and satisfying life in the 21st century. The book uses the
backdrop of my swim from Alcatraz Island to the shores of San Francisco in a
race as a metaphor for living out the Great Commandment.
Purpose
 Help the reader live a richer and more satisfying life.
 Help the reader focus on what Jesus said was the most important thing in life.
 Give the reader a practical grid through which to make life’s decisions.
Promotion and Marketing
The Purpose Driven Life by Rick Warren sold over 25 million copies and
Your Whole Life by Carol Showalter and Maggie Davis has sold over 1 million
copies. There is a large demand by people seeking out the rich and abundant life
Jesus came to give his followers.
I believe that this book would be best marketed through contemporary
Christian radio stations and publications that would be supported by speaking
engagements in local churches around the country and radio interviews.
I currently have a personal sales base of at least 1000 copies of the book.
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Note
Platform:
 Lead Pastor of a church with an average weekly attendance of over 500
people.
 Blog receives around 500 readers a week.
 Vimeo receives around 100 viewers a week.
 Over 700 Facebook friends
 150 Twitter followers
 Access to a solid network of pastors around the United States.
Competition





The Purpose Driven Life: What on Earth Am I Here For? By Rick Warren
Primal: A Quest for the Lost Soul of Christianity by Mark Batterson
Wholly Jesus: His Surprising Approach to Wholeness and Why it Matters
Today by Mark Foreman
Your Whole Life: The 3D Plan for Eating Right, Living Well, and Loving God
by Carol Showalter, Maggie Davis

Uniqueness
Immersion is unique from the above titles because it is wrapped up in a metaphor
of me swimming from Alcatraz Island in a race called Escape from Alcatraz to
illustrate the holistic approach to life as outlined by Jesus in The Most Important
Commandment.
Book Outline


Section 1: A life immersed
Section 1 is comprised of five chapters building the metaphor of
swimming as living an integrated life of worship. I also, share aspects of my
story and journey along this path. Finally, it sets up the practical exploration
of how to live out The Great Commandment in the 21st century.



Section 2: Water - Loving God with all your Heart
Section 2 uses the metaphor of swimming as loving God with all your
heart. In this section I talk about emotional wellness and living an emotionally
excellent life.



Section 3: Breath - Loving God with all your Soul
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Section 3 uses the metaphor of breathing while swimming and air for
loving God will all your soul. In this section I talk about God being the air we
bring and how His spirit brings us life.


Section 4: Navigate - Loving God with all your Mind
Section 4 uses the metaphor of navigating in an open water swim for
loving God with all your mind. In this section I talk about how God has given
us a mind to make decisions on if we move toward Him or away from Him.



Section 5: Kick - Loving God with all your Strength
Section 5 uses the metaphor of kicking while swimming for loving
God with all your strength. In this section I talk about how our body is a
temple that was paid for at a high price.



Section 6: Pull - Loving Others
Section 6 uses the metaphor of pulling your stroke while swimming
for loving others. In this section I talk about how being the tangible hand of
Christ and by reaching out and creating forward movement that we actually
can create a draft that helps others along.



Section 7: Living the Vision
Section 7 brings the whole book together and gives a practical action
plan for the readers next step.

Intended Readers


The primary audience is followers of Christ who are struggling to live out the
rich and satisfying life Jesus said he came to provide.



The secondary audience is church leaders, giving them a fresh metaphor to
help equip those whom God has entrusted to them to incorporate a holistic
love for God and compassion for others.

Manuscript


The manuscript is complete (48K+ words).

Author Bio


Education:
Doctoral candidate at Gorge Fox University, Portland, OR.
Maters of Religion at Liberty University, Lynchburg, VA.
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Bachelors of Science in Marketing at Woodbury University,
Burbank, CA.


Professional:
Church planter
International Public Speaker
Blog on living an integrated life



Personal:
I wrote this book because I came from a very compartmentalized
way of living that failed me. Out of the ashes of my life I began
reconstructing it pursuing integration of my heart, soul, mind,
strength and social interaction as an act of worship.

Future Projects


Iron leader:
Going the distance with strength and integrity.
This book will use an Ironman triathlon as a metaphor for leading
for the long haul. It will go through the nine key components of a
successful Ironman.
 Training and preparation
 Allocation of time and resources
 Right equipment
 Pacing
 Transition
 Perseverance
 Positive self-talk
 Overcoming obstacles
 Finishing strong

Goals and Strategies
What are the main goals for the Track 02 Artifact?
 The goal of the book is to elevate The MIC to the primary grid the reader
filters all their decisions through.
How will you test a “beta-version” of the Artifact and assess its success?
 I will have several people I trust read it and give suggestions.
How will you measure the success of your Artifact?
 If I can sell 1000 or more copies I would consider it a success.
How will you adequately maintain the finished product over the long-haul (of its
life)?
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I am planning on contacting all my Lead Pastor friends and seeing if I can
put together a book tour.

Audience
Who is the primary intended audience/user of your completed Artifact?
 The audience is followers of Christ who are not experiencing the rich
and satisfying life Jesus said He came to provide.
What do you want the audience/user to do/think/experience after encountering
your Artifact?
 I want them to use the MIC as the primary grid they make all their
decisions.
What task will your audience/user be trying to accomplish wherein your Artifact
might be utilized?
 I would like my audience to make the MIC the primary grid they make
all their decisions, then by doing so experience an abundant life, thus
attracting people the Gospel of Jesus Christ.
Artifact Scope and Content
Define the scope of your Artifact. What will be the technical and content
parameters for your Artifact?
The content parameters will be anchored around The Great Commandment.
How will the content of your Artifact be organized?
Introduction
Section 1: Discovering the Vision God has for your Life
Section 2: Heart
Section 3: Soul
Section 4: Mind
Section 5: Strength
Section 6: Others
Section 7: Living out the Vision God has for your Life
What special technical or functional requirements are needed?
N/A
Budget
What is the entire budget (line-item) for the Artifact?
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Price: $4,999.00
Total Design Freedom Marketing Pro
Launch your book in style with Total Design Freedom Marketing Pro. This
comprehensive publishing solution comes equipped with multiple rounds of
copyediting, custom book design including a Signature Book Cover, and an
assortment of effective marketing tools.
Total Design Freedom Marketing Pro Includes:


Comprehensive Copyediting (1 Round)** – Receive suggestions on how to
improve your work, and an edit to help tighten your manuscript's style and
technical consistency.



Basic Copyediting (1 Round)** – Receive a final look-through prior to
publishing. With this second round of copyediting either the same editor, or a
fresh set of eyes, will review your manuscript and offer improvements to
grammar, spelling, punctuation, and consistency.



Signature Book Cover – Work with our design team to create a one-of-a-kind
cover with a combination of images, textures, colors, and fonts.



Custom Book Interior – We'll incorporate your ideas on typography, text
layout, decorative accents, and chapter style into a professional, customdesigned book interior.



Video Book Trailer (Standard) – Showcase your book through various online
communities with a dynamic video pitch.



LCCN Assignment – Make your book eligible for sales to libraries
nationwide.



Promotional Text Creation – Entice new readers with compelling book
descriptions.



Press Release with Distribution – Garner media attention with an effective
press release distributed to a targeted media list.



ISBN assignment (if you don't have your own) and barcode placement.



Online distribution through sales channels you select, including Amazon.com
and your own eStore.

Promotion
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How will you market or make available your Artifact to your intended
audience/users?
I will be using the platform I have built.
 My church
 Blog
 Social Networking
 I’ll ask to use friend’s platforms as well.
 Amazon
What is your overall marketing strategy?
 My overall marking strategy is to use the platform I have built in order to
promote the book.
Standards of Publication
What are the “standards of publication” particular to the chosen media genre?
 That it is well written, compelling, and grammatically excellent.
What is the rationale for your choices?
 I have written a book because I believe that is the best medium to promote the
idea.
Action Plan
Identifying the various components of the Track 02 Artifact:
 Writing the book.
 Editing the book.
 Publishing the book.
 Promoting the book.
Identifying the technical skills required to complete the Artifact - This includes:
 Identifying the specific skills necessary to develop the Artifact within the
chosen medium
 Writing skills
 Editing skills
 Promotion skills
Offering an assessment of the advisee's present skill-set


I believe I have the skill-set to complete the book.

Developing a timeline - This includes:
Outlining when and how the advisee will acquire the necessary skills (when
applicable) to correct present deficiencies
 Setting deadlines for when the various components of the Track 02 Artifact
will be completed
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The book will be completed by April 2011
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POSTSCRIPT
As I reflect on the previous three years of being a doctoral student, I find the
journey I have been on truly amazing. I remember the prayer and guidance needed to
make the decision to pursue my doctorate degree and ultimately deciding to enroll in
George Fox University’s Leadership in the Emerging Culture program. I recall the
anticipation of meeting my new cohort members; people I was going to spend the next
three years of my life with. Was I going to like them? Would they like me? Would I
measure up to their expectation of a fellow cohort member?
One definable moment was the first day of the first advance when I was asked
what the topic of my dissertation would be and having to state it in front of the cohort. It
was a little nerve racking to say the least, but it was soon obvious that my trepidation was
shared by everyone. It was at this time that I really began to get a glimpse of who my
fellow cohort members were as people. I got to hear their hopes and dreams. I was
blessed to hear about what they saw as ministry problems how they hoped to solve them.
The Advances were an integral part of the refinement process of my dissertation.
My biggest wakeup call came after I wrote my first essay. I must admit that I
thought I had nailed it. When I turned it in, I thought that I had just written one of the best
papers of my life. Maybe that is why it was so crushing when Phil (my advisor) returned
it and said, “This is not doctoral level work and if you want to continue in this program
you need to learn how to write an academically acceptable paper.” I was devastated. It
was the first time I had failed anything in a long time. I told my wife what had happened
and that I did not think I was going to continue in the program.
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She encouraged me to make an appointment with Phil and go over the essay and
see exactly why it was not acceptable. This phone call was a transformational turning
point for me. For several hours Phil went through my essay line-by-line explaining what
needed to be done in order to bring my work up to par. Through this call I regained the
confidence to continue with the program and fulfill my dream of earning a doctorate
degree.
I chose the Track 2 dissertation because I knew writing a purely academic
dissertation would not motivate me to stretch myself into areas I had not previously
explored. My motivation comes from frontline ministry and I wanted to create something
that would help people in the non-academic world. That is why I decided to write a book
as my artifact.
I must admit that I completely underestimated the difficulty of writing a book. I
quickly discovered that writing a two hundred page, coherent idea is something that
needed a lot of thought and planning to pull off with excellence, not to mention a
trustworthy group of peers and mentors with whom I could brainstorm and receive
feedback. During this grueling adventure, I learned five valuable lessons that I will take
with me through the rest of my ministry and life and would suggest for new doctoral
students.
Lessons Learned
1. Create a blog on your dissertation topic and post to it on a regular basis.
This was some of the best advice I received and was a great beta testing
ground for many of my ideas.
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2. Write on your topic every day.
This is a great test of your research. I found if I had nothing to write, then
I must not be taking in enough information to write about. It was a great
motivator to keep reading.
3. Keep a quote log with all the bibliographic information.
I learned this the hard way. You really think you will remember where you
read something or who said it, but when you are reading like we did in this
program it all becomes a blur after a while.
4. Build relationships with your cohort members.
For me there has been something extremely motivating about wanting to
graduate with certain members of my cohort. We have encouraged and
kept each other accountable along the way.
5. Ask for help.
A dissertation is not a solo endeavor. Involve not only your academic
advisor, but also your fellow cohort members, friends, and family to help
you along the way.

Suggestion for Further Research
I would really love to see an independent study done on the effects of living out
The Great Commandment and how it influences an individual’s quality of life. I would
also love to see if there is quantifiable evidence connecting how well we live out The
Great Commandment and how well we fulfill The Great Commission.
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Appendix 1
Abundant Life
Purpose
Fruitfulness
John 15:4-5
Gifts of the
Spirit
1 Cor. 12
Growth
Eph. 4:11-15
Knowledge
Jer. 24:7
Power for
Service
John 14:12
Spiritual Light
John 12:46
Strength
Phil. 4:13
Understanding
Ps. 119:104
Wisdom
James 1:5

Peace
Answers to
Prayer1 John
5:14
Assurance
2 Tim. 1:12

Hope

Community

Crown of Life
Rev. 2:10

New Name
Isaiah 62:1-2

Heavenly Home
John 14:1-3

Companionship
John 15:15

Cleansing
John 15:3
Deliverance
2 Tim. 4:18

Deliverance
2 Tim. 4:18
Everlasting Life
John 3:16

Protection
1 Peter 5:6-7

Glory after Death
Matt. 13:43

Guidance
Isa. 42:16
Liberty
Rom. 8:2
Renewal
Titus 3:5
Rest
Heb. 4:9, 11

Inheritance
1 Pet. 1:3-4
Resurrection
Rom. 8:11
Rich Rewards
Matt. 10:42
Spiritual Healing
Hos. 6:1

Restoration
Isa. 57:18; 1 John
1:9
Spiritual Fullness
John 6:35
Temporal
Blessings
Matt. 6:25-33

Spiritual Treasures
Matt. 6:19-20
Victory
1 John 5:4
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Divine Adoption
1 John 3:1-2
Fellowship of Jesus
Matt. 18:19
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Dedication
I would like to dedicate this book to my Mum and Dad who never gave up on me.
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Forward
Every Friday morning it would be waiting for me in my inbox. Another
automated email reminding me of my 1pm editing session at the coffee bar with
Mark. It became our Friday ritual. Meet for an hour or two and read through the new
pages Mark had written that week.
What started off as a seven-chapter book became a seven-section book.
Chapters grew and divided, were reimagined and relocated. The fitful joys of the
recursive process of writing. The surprising journey of a book’s natural growth.
Eventually, we racked in about six months of Fridays – yet somehow our Friday
meetings never grew old or tedious. Quite the contrary, in fact. Our Friday sessions
gained momentum as they clicked by. Counterintuitively, they grew more fresh, more
engaging, more… new.
The secret to this increased feeling of newness was of course the Gospel. For a
literature guy like myself, it is a storyteller’s paradox: The more one hears the story of
Jesus, the more new it becomes. Of all the pastors I have met, Mark understands this
truth, lives in this truth the best.
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I did not fully comprehend it the second time I attended Element3 Church (E3),
but I had returned to that untraditional gathering space to witness and experience a
very specific thing. The “new.” Not the newest worship set or “unchurchy”
postmodern atmosphere; I recognized instead the perpetual newness of a life in
Jesus. While I’ve never heard Mark say it quite that way, and the church’s statement
of beliefs does not spell it out in so many words, the ethos of E3 is the newness of a life
immersed in God’s grace.
Those who attend the Sunday worship gatherings at E3 experience this every
week in Mark’s teachings. Not perfection or spiritual transcendence; rather, a life of
authentic faith, made new every morning. The reality of our daily walk with Jesus: our
love ever a first love, our hope again restored, faith ever renewed.
Mark’s authentic approach to the realities of living out this rich and satisfying
life of faith is geared to meeting people where they are. His perspective on the
message of God finds its pages always fresh, its teachings and stories always
immediate and personal.
This book is an organic outgrowth of this renewing walk of faith. It looks anew at
the redemptive love of Jesus and His greatest charge to His followers, loving Him
holistically and loving others as ourselves. It is a personal letter, an encouragement,
and a challenge to experience a life immersed in the grace of God.
John Bickley
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Introduction
I would like to thank you for taking the time to read Immersion. It is my prayer that this book will
be a blessing and an encouragement to you in your journey as a fellow follower of Christ. I also pray
that it will assist you in experiencing the rich and satisfying life Jesus came to give His followers, and
that, in the process of reading this book, you will make The Great Commandment the primary grid
through which you make all your life decisions.
I have done my best to directly connect the ideas in this book to scriptural passages.
Footnotes and textual citations are included on the same page for easy reference and further
contextual study.
The book has been organized into seven parts. Part one sets the stage for the five
central sections. A seventh and final section is intended as a “putting it all together” framing piece.
I have also written a group study which is located at the end of each section, with the hope
that you will go through this book in community. You can do the studies alone, but everything is better
in community.
In the back of the book there is a 40-day life coaching experience, designed to help you
experience a richer and more satisfying life. There are also free resources for your church and small
group Bible studies available at:

www.immersion4groups.com

The greatest blessing to me would be that the body of Christ would be encouraged, equipped,
and edified as people join together in their homes for elevated conversations. These group studies are
intended to facilitate just such conversations.
In His Grip,
Mark
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Mark McNees

“To do anything in this world worth doing, we must not stand back shivering
and thinking of the cold and danger, but jump in, and scramble through as well as
we can.”
-Sydney Smith (1771 - 1845)

I balanced on the edge of the ferry, my hand gripping the rail, my eyes
scanning the choppy waters of San Francisco Bay, and thought, Maybe this wasn’t
such a great idea….
The frigid air made me appreciate my fellow competitors packed in beside me
on the ferry; it somehow made what I was about to do seem a little more sane. There
was a collective inaudible hum of thoughts processing the looming leap into the
inhospitable water. As I watched some choose not to make the leap after all, I too
asked myself again if I really wanted to follow through with this increasingly irrational
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decision. Did I want to do what the California prison system said could not be done?
Did I really want to attempt this “Escape from Alcatraz”?
“Escape from Alcatraz” is an annual triathlon held every summer. The race
begins with the most daunting task first, the swim from Alcatraz Island to the shores of
San Francisco. This uniquely demanding race admits only 2000 athletes from as many
as 40 different countries, all converging on San Francisco with one goal in mind: to
break out of “The Rock.”
The day before the race, I had the opportunity to take a tour of the island. As I
walked the halls of the prison and read the stories of those who were incarcerated
there, I felt the oppressive air of the concrete and steel, built to keep a relentless
grasp on its inhabitants, to choke out all dreams of a better future. Hope and beauty
and anticipation of tomorrow were locked out by its 50’ barbwire-topped walls and
intricate fail-safes, all surrounded by the freezing cold waters of San Francisco Bay.

SWIM TO FREEDOM
So, there I was, willingly ferried out to do what wardens and inmates and
politicians alike thought was not possible. As we expected – yet still somehow
unthinkably – the race officials instructed us one by one to jump into that choppy
leviathan several feet below. There was no getting used to the water; it was either,
“all in and swim” or “no go and ferry home.” Most chose to go, but some chose no.

The moment came: the official pointed at me.
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I mustered all my courage and leapt several feet off the ferry – my mind doing
its best to prepare my body for the shock of the cold.
When I hit the churning water below I felt my goggles – so crucial to my ability
to navigate – rip from my head. Knowing my swim was as good as over without them,
I frantically searched for my goggles. On all sides people were jumping in, splashing
water in my eyes as they hit, bumping into me as they began their swim.
In the midst of all the commotion, I managed to find my dislodged goggles
and pull them back on. At first I was a little disoriented from the chaos of the jump
and the goggles and the mass of other swimmers, but soon I found confidence in my
preparation. I began to do what I had trained to do, swim to freedom.
Kick, stroke, navigate, breathe, move through the water and get to shore.
The swim was everything I expected and nothing I expected all at once. Yes,
there were the tangibles, the cold water, fellow swimmers, and the current. All this I
had anticipated intellectually. I knew quite well it was coming. But there was also the
reality that I had never experienced anything like this before. I was, at the same time,
completely ready and utterly unprepared for the swim ahead.
I had to rely on my focus on my goal of getting to shore. Kick, stroke, navigate,
breathe, and move through the water – it was coming together. The familiarity was
overriding the unknowns.
Until something I had not trained for happened.
From a few yards away, I heard a gurgled shout, “Help!”
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At first I thought it was my own subconscious playing tricks on me, a shout from
within, from a place that was still unsure of the swim ahead. But then I heard it again,
louder this time: “HELP!”
As I stopped my stroke, another swimmer drafting behind collided into me. I
could feel the current immediately pulling me away from my destination. I struggled
with the fact that if I helped there was a good chance my race was over. Surely it
was not my responsibility to help someone else. Heck, I was barely making it myself!
Finally, squashing the selfishness inside, I swam over toward the call for help.
Scanning the water, I saw an arm flailing in the distance and swam toward it.
By the time I reached the now almost catatonic swimmer, a fellow racer arrived on
the scene. In unison we called for help, finally getting the attention of the patrol boat.
Unfortunately, there were so many swimmers in the water that the driver couldn’t
navigate his boat safely over to us. A few long minutes later a kayaker with a water
gurney came paddling up and was able to tend to the shell-shocked swimmer.
By this time the current had taken me quite some distance from the course, so
with effort I struggled to reestablish my path, and began to once again attempt my
swim to freedom.
Kick, stroke, navigate, breathe, move through the water and get to shore. The
water was rough and the current relentless, but each cycle of my stroke moved me
closer to my destination.
At times there was a swarm of swimmers all around me, and other times I felt
that I was completely alone. For some reason it seemed easier when I was in a pack
of other swimmers, but even that had its challenges. At about the halfway point,
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when I had finally settled in and was really finding my pace, I was suddenly pulled
under water.
Completely submerged, and a bit panicked, thoughts of Jaws ran through my
head. What had pulled me under? After a few frantic seconds I discovered the
cause of my attack. Another swimmer had grabbed my foot and pulled me under. I
am not sure why he did it; maybe he was panicked, maybe he was trying to
sabotage my race. Whatever the reason it was so unexpected that it took me several
seconds to get back into the rhythm of the race. But, again, my goal and my focus
took over: kick, stroke, breathe, move through the water and get to shore.
After 54 minutes I finally reached the shore. A cheering crowd and, more
importantly, my friends and family were there to support me in my “escape from
Alcatraz.”

A LIFE IMMERSED
Our faith journey is a lot like swimming from Alcatraz Island. We begin as
prisoners to our brokenness faced with a choice. Are we going to serve a life
sentence? Or are we going to try to make a break for it – and swim to freedom?
The leap from captivity to freedom can be daunting, even terrifying, as we
move from the familiar (as bad as that might be) into the unknown. To be successful it
is “all in and swim.” There is no getting used to it, there is the ledge and there is the
leap – and, waiting for us, the startling water of a complete immersion into faith.
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Once we hit the water, unexpected things will happen to us. Perhaps our
goggles will be knocked off by the sudden change in environment, as our world view
is rocked by our encounter with the one and only living God.
While this is certainly a good thing, it can be scary nonetheless. The world we’d
constructed suddenly taken apart and reordered is a frightening prospect, even
when the reordering is an infinitely vast improvement. Often we also feel an
overwhelming sense of hope flooding into our lives, a beautiful change, but
sometimes hard to accept after years of skepticism and disappointment.
Along the way, once we think we are on track we press forward, struggling to
stay on the right path, things may arise that make us question whether we truly are on
the right track or not. So often these trials of doubt come from unexpected sources,
like a fellow swimmer pulling us down as they struggle in their own swim to freedom.
Or maybe we have to backtrack or seemingly veer off course to aid another
swimmer who is in trouble. Will we find the course again? The doubts stack up quickly.
Through the hindrances and unexpected struggles, again and again we must
regain our bearings and resume our swim to freedom. Breathing, navigating, kicking,
and pulling for the goal, for ultimately a dry, secure shore awaits – and a host of those
who cheer us on.
In the end, being fully immersed in the life God has envisioned for us depends
upon the power of God who gives us the ability to finish the race. A life immersed
requires that we first leap into the water, learn to breathe in the life giving spirit of
God, use our minds to navigate toward the shore, use our strength to kick and pull our
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strokes, all in concert with each other. This is the redemptive struggle of our swim
toward freedom in Christ.

SWIMMING THE GOOD RACE
“I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, and I have
remained faithful.”
-Apostle Paul85

Jesus was tested by the religious leaders of his day in all kinds of subtle and not
so subtle ways. One of these tests came in the form of a simple question. What is the
most important commandment? In other words, what is the key to “swimming the
good race” according to God? As usual, Jesus’ response is both disarmingly simple
and profound in its application:

The most important commandment is this: ‘You must love the LORD your
God with all your heart, all your soul, all your mind, and all your strength.’ The
second is equally important: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ No other
commandment is greater than these.86

85

Tyndale House Publishers. (2004). Holy Bible: New Living Translation. (2nd ed.) (2 Ti 4:7). Wheaton, Ill.:

Tyndale House Publishers.
86

Mark 12:29-31 (NLT)
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Familiarity can be blinding. Psychologists Daniel Simons and Chris Chabris of
Harvard University performed a fascinating study demonstrating that humans process
very little information once we think we know the situation.87 The phenomenon is
called “change blindness,” when a person only sees what he or she originally took in,
blind to the true reality of the situation. 88
Change blindness is the foundation of magic shows. The audience assumes the
most obvious explanation: the hat is a regular hat; the rabbit is the same rabbit the
magician just showed them, the pack of cards is a standard set of cards. This is all fine
and dandy for magic shows, but when it comes to life, this blindness can have
devastating results.
The familiarity of “The Great Commandment” can be a stumbling block. It
certainly was with me. The change blindness of what seemed to me like
oversaturation in this verse left me thinking I understood it. At some point I stopped
processing the depth and significance of Christ’s answer to the Pharisees’ question.
I have run into similar change blindness in others repeatedly over the past three
years while working on my doctorate. When “churched” people asked me what my
dissertation or book is about, I used to tell them: living out the Great Commandment
in the 21st century. I found that as soon as I mentioned the Great Commandment

87

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mAnKvo-fPs0 Accessed 11/12/2010

88

Daniel Simons and Chris Chabris, Gorillas in our midst: sustained inattentional blindness for dynamic events
http://www.wjh.harvard.edu/~cfc/Simons1999.pdf Accessed 11/12/2010
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their demeanor would change. It’s become predictable, the sharp shift from
interested to dismissive.89
Of course, the Great Commandment is not “old news.” Christ is the very
embodiment of the new. His command is the very core of what our lives are to be
about. Jesus’ answer to the question from the religious leaders states unequivocally
what we are meant to focus on in life in order to achieve the prize. We are to
holistically love God and love people.
This book is about answering the question, what would a life look like if a person
loved God with all of the heart (emotions), soul (spirit), mind (intellect), strength
(physical self), and loved others as themselves (social).

89

It is telling that more than one church leader has come to me for insight into why their church is not making an
impact in their community. Then they completely dismiss the Great Commandment as old news and complain that they had
come to me for a fresh idea, a new program that would jump start their dying church.
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“I did it my way.”
-Frank Sinatra

I did not follow Christ for most of my life. Up until June 1 st 1994 I was more of a
functional atheist than anything else. Until that day, I had been able to get by, to
maintain a bearable level of worldly contentment and shallow distraction. I’d been
able to effectively ignore the crucial shortcomings of my life.
But on June 1st 1994 all of that came crashing down. That was the day that my
brokenness almost won.
I woke up that morning in Redondo Beach, California, in my dream home, with
my dream wife of six months beside me in the bed, and my dream car in the garage.
I was living the American dream.
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I got out of bed with my standard ritual of stretches and groans, trying to
exorcise the demons from the night before. Another night of giving in to my ignoble
instincts. Another morning feeling older than I should.
As I walked into the bathroom to prepare for the day, I did something that I
had not done for a long time. I looked directly into the mirror – and caught my own
eyes looking back at me.
I quickly turned away, as if I had seen something I was not supposed to have
seen. That response alone was condemning enough.
With great effort, I worked up the courage to look again. It was one of the
hardest things I’d made myself do – every reflex in me resisting. I stared into the mirror,
daring to look myself in the eye. I’d never truly understood the saying that the eyes
are the window of the soul until that moment. As I peered deep into my broken and
desperate soul I was frightened by what I saw…
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…nothing.
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I saw nothing! I looked and searched but all that looked back at me was a pair
of empty eyes, drained of hope, passion, purpose, or reason to go on. I had so
wrapped up my life in achieving goals to make me happy that when I had
accomplished them I found I had nothing left. And worse, to my great despair, they
had somehow failed to give me the fulfillment I was seeking.
That day I was faced with a sobering truth; I was spiritually, morally, and
emotionally bankrupt. I had put all my hope that satisfaction and happiness would
be achieved through a multi-million dollar home at the beach, a fuel injected V-8,
and a wife that would cause my friends to writhe in jealousy.
All these great achievements and plans I had laid had not built what I thought
they would. The truth was, all those years I had been subtly constructing my own
prison, wall by wall, bar by bar. And now I was cornered, trapped, imprisoned – and,
in a twist of tragic irony, I was both the builder and the warden.
All I could think of was that I needed to escape. And like all the needs of my
life, I would have to meet it on my own power. I would free myself. It was decided. I
would kill myself. If this were all there was in this world then I did not want to
participate anymore.
I at least had enough respect for my new wife not to leave her to
stumble over a corpse when she got home, so I decided that I would find my
"freedom” outside the house. As I pulled out of the drive, I was trying to think of ways
to make it look like an accident, so she could collect the insurance money and the
family could avoid the shame.
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At the time I worked in the heavy equipment rental business and a large part of
my job was driving all around Southern California visiting different construction sites
that needed heavy equipment to rent in order to do their work. I figured a tragic
driving mishap might work. I could “lose control” and go crashing down the cliffs of
Palos Verdes. This would accomplish both of my final goals – and add a dramatic
finale to this whole fiasco.
Before I went for my final drive, however, I decided it would be helpful to all if I
tie up some loose ends at work. I followed that familiar route and ducked into the
office.

THE SMILE
While I was rummaging through some paperwork, something unexpected
happened. My father walked in.
He was just dropping in to say goodbye before he went on a six month music
tour.90 A man by all accounts who had achieved respect and prestige on every
stage he ever stepped onto. Artists from Jerry Garcia, John Denver, and Vince Gill all
desired him to play his signature Dobro on their projects.
A casual visit with his son. I had not really talked with my father much in the
months leading up to this day and his unexpected visit took me by surprise.
After some surface chatting about his upcoming tour, I decided to raise the
stakes. I asked him if we could talk. He of course accepted the invitation, as that’s

90

LeRoy Mack http://www.leroymack.com/
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always been his nature, but if he had any inkling about he was getting into, he didn’t
show it.
I took the chance and decided to open up to him, to be honest for the first
time with another human being about how I was really feeling.
I told him about the emptiness I felt, how I hated the person I had become,
how I had tried everything in this life to make me happy, and that I wanted to die. I
didn’t know how he would respond – if he’d be disappointed in my failure to create a
meaningful life, or even dismiss this as overemotional ravings.
But he did neither. I’ll never forget what happened next.

He smiled.

I had just told my dad that I wanted to die…and he smiled!

Right before I couldn’t take it anymore, right before I ripped into him with some
choice words of what he could do with his smile, he gave me the reason for the smile.

He said, “You haven’t tried everything.”

I assured him indignantly that I had. How could he know all the ways I’d tried to
compensate for my increasingly hollow life? What had I not tried in all those years?

“No,” he rebutted. “You have not tried Jesus.”
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This answer struck a bitter chord with me. With a touch of venom I replied, “Not
this religion crap again.”

“Not religion, son. A relationship with the one and true living God.”

It was that day that I died to myself and became a new creation in Christ. The
lifestyle changes soon after.

To watch a video about my
journey with depression and anxiety
please visit:
http://www.vimeo.com/14228663

THE CHANGE
My father encouraged me to go see a medical doctor and tell him about what
I was feeling. So, my wife Shannon and I went to go see a mental health professional.
With the three of us sitting together in his office he opened up a book and began to
ask me a series of questions.91

“Do you have a lack of energy?”
91

To see a list of depression and anxiety symptoms go to Appendix 5
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“Do you have excess worry?”

“Are you irritable?”
Question after question I answered yes. After several minutes of this he finally
closed his book and pronounced concisely that I suffered from depression and
anxiety.
I insisted that this could not be. “I live at the beach, drive the car I want, have a
boat and am married to a beautiful woman. I have nothing to be depressed about.”
The doctor looked at me as if I were the biggest idiot in the world and gently
said, “That might be, but nevertheless you are depressed and have anxiety.”
Up until that point I had become a master of self-deception. I had
bought into the worldview, which proclaimed that by having all your externals
polished, life would be great. The only problem is by focusing all your energy on
erecting a shiny façade it leaves your heart, soul, mind, and relationships empty.

Ctrl+Alt+Delete
“The LORD directs the steps of the godly. He delights in every detail
of their lives. Though they stumble, they will never fall, for the L ORD holds
them by the hand.”
-King David92
92

Psalm 37:23–24 (NLT)
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When your computer gets all buggered up and freezes on you, you don’t
throw it away (even though you may want to), you hit Ctrl+Alt+Delete to stop the
function(s) that is making your operating system freak out. Our God not only allows for
Ctrl+Alt+Delete in our lives, He is the author of it. When we overload our heart, soul,
mind, bodies, and relationships and our lives freeze up on us and nothing is working as
it should anymore, God is there, saying, “Hit Ctrl+Alt+Delete. Let’s reset and go
forward living life the way I created it to be lived.”
On June 1st, 1994 I began a new life trusting that God would direct my steps. At
times it was very difficult learning to trust Him. However, like any relationship, the more
time I spent with Him the more I began to know His character.
What I have learned about God’s character is that He is trustworthy. I can even
trust that He allows my depression and anxiety to be in my life in order for His power to
be shown through me. I can trust that an aspect of my masterful craftsmanship by the
Master Craftsman is in fact this particular struggle.
That’s easy to write, but it’s hard to live. I’ve certainly had my times secondguessing God. In 2 Corinthians 12:8 Paul described his own similar struggle:

Three different times I begged the Lord to take it (thorn in the flesh)
away.93

93

2 Corinthians 12:8 (NLT)
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I can tell you that I have asked God way more than three times to take away
my depression and anxiety. Many of those times were not polite and I used language
that would have caused my Mum to reach for the soap. I have explained to Him
(convincingly, I thought) that if He took it away I could do so much more for Him.
Sometimes I felt compelled to be a little more forceful in my rhetoric. All to no avail.
By evidence of me writing this book, God in His immeasurable mercy did not
strike me down. Instead, He lovingly replied to my requests and demands with this
profound and beautiful truth:

My grace is all you need. My power works best in weakness.94

THE NECESSARY RESTART
A few years back, my wife Shannon told me something, well, shocking. She said
my depression was the best thing that had ever happened to us.
To fully understand the counter-intuitiveness of this comment, you have to
realize that this is the woman who I put through hell during some very rocky times at
the beginning of this journey. Off and on for years I could not function; I was so
debilitated by my depression and anxiety that she often had to carry the emotional
load of our marriage alone. Yet here she was telling me that it was the best thing that
ever happened to us.
Her explanation surprised me. Before my depression I was arrogant, selfish and
lacked empathy. But by being forced to hit reset I had become more humble, giving,
94

2 Corinthians 12:19 (NLT)
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and gentle with those around me. This desperately needed reboot cleared out a lot
of the garbage that had built up in my life and allowed me to reset and trust God to
be the leader of my life. God’s hand in directing my life had profoundly changed me
and in so doing saved our relationship. In essence, my insistence on controlling my life
had prevented God’s power to work in me.
In life you will make mistakes and there will be times that you will have to hit
Ctrl+Alt+Delete again, but as you focus on what Jesus said are the most important
things in life, loving God and loving people, you will move closer to the rich and
satisfying life God envisioned for you. You must clarify in your heart and mind what is
the best thing in life to focus on, not letting “good things” distract you from the best
thing; the rich and satisfying life Jesus came to give you. The peace of mind to wake
up each day knowing that you are on the right path to experiencing a holistically
excellent life.
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“When Jesus saw him lying there and knew that he had already been
there a long time, he said to him, ‘Do you want to be healed?’”95

When I first started training for competitive swimming, I struggled for about a
year to get faster on my own. Finally, I came to the realization that my technique was
more like prolonged drowning than the masterful swimming form of Michael Phelps. I
needed help!
When I finally found an experienced swimmer willing to work with me, the first
critical question he asked was, “Do you want to learn how to swim to win?”
I almost laughed at first at this question. Of course I did. Who wouldn’t want to
learn how to do something that would enable them to succeed? But then, I was told
in order to swim to win, I needed to unlearn what I thought was competitive
swimming and learn from scratch how to do it correctly. This prospect was not so
obviously desirable.
95

John 5:6 (ESV)
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He told me it was going to feel unnatural and wrong at first, but if I wanted to
learn how to “swim to win” that I needed to trust him.
This was a big dilemma for me, I really didn’t want to trash a whole year’s work
in the pool and start again from scratch. Couldn’t I just tweak my swimming a little bit
and be successful?
Ultimately, my desire to swim competitively outweighed my pride in my own
efforts, and I finally submitted myself to the teaching of someone who had mastered
the art of competitive swimming.
To begin our journey together, I need to ask you a question. A question that I
want you to spend some time thinking about before you answer. A question that if
answered honestly could change the rest of your life.
Do you really want to “win?”
To phrase it a different way, are you ready to discard the coping mechanisms
you have developed to just get through life and start living out the rich and satisfying
life God has envisioned for you? In other words, do you want to be healed?
This is not my question, this is actually a question Christ asked a man who had
been sick for 38 years and had been reduced to a life of begging just to survive. It has
always been fascinating to me. On one level it’s almost, dare I say, absurd. If
someone is sick or broken wouldn’t they be desperate to be healed? Or to use the
metaphor, if someone desires to be an effective swimmer, wouldn’t he or she want to
learn to swim to win? Why would Jesus ask this obvious question?
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The question is especially curious when considering to whom he asked it. He
was as low as you get, as desperate as you get, as sick as you get. And yet Jesus still
asked the question, “Do you want to be healed?”96
Why wouldn’t he want to be healed? Is Jesus being heavily sarcastic at a lowly
man’s expense? Surely not!
After a decade of being a pastor I believe God has given me some insight into
why Jesus asked this question. In fact, I have found myself recently asking more and
more people the same question.
This is the ugly truth about our brokenness; many of us do not want to be
healed. It may be hard to believe that someone would not want to be delivered from
their emotional, physical, or spiritual pain, but the reality is many of us do not. Many of
us have become very comfortable with our brokenness and cling to it like a toxic
friend; some of us have even found our identity in our emotional, physical or spiritual
pain, and we simply would not know how to live without it if we were healed.
You see, unlike people, jobs, and churches, our brokenness will always be there
for us. In fact, for many of us, it is the one thing in life that has always been there, and
as bad as it may be, at least it is the devil we know.
Jesus knew the compelling lure of security that captivity offers. The comfort of
clinging to the railing of the ship, of knowing that tomorrow will be the same and that
because of our broken condition, we will not be called upon to step out into the
unknown. He knew that the fear of the unknown for the crippled man may be larger
than his desire to be healed.
96

John 5:6 (RSV)
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So he asked the obvious question, “Do you want to be healed?”
I often wonder what would have happened if the man had not gotten up.
What if he just continued to sit there, afraid to leave the captivity of his brokenness?
What if he had never plunged into the waters of the unknown and begun the swim
for freedom? How long would Jesus have tried to convince him to pick up his mat
before he moved on? A day, a week, a year? Would he have tried to convince him
of his healing with empirical evidence? Or, would he have simply said, “Sit there if you
want, but you are healed” and continued on his way..
So I ask again, Do you want to be healed? Do you want to accept the
freedom that Christ offers? Will you pick up your mat and walk? Are you willing to find
your identity in Jesus rather than your brokenness? Are you ready to plunge in, to be
fully immersed? Or do you want to remain where you are, doing things your own way,
dealing with the same issues?
If you honestly answered yes to Jesus the good news is that you can be healed.
You can be healed from your depression, anxiety, obesity, anger, sexual brokenness,
substance abuse, compulsive spending, and just about anything else.
How you may ask? The way to being healed is a complete surrender of your
pride, your identity, and your life to Jesus. It is the commitment to holistically live out
loving God with all your heart, soul, mind, strength, and loving others as yourself.
Although this may seem overly simple, and maybe even simplistic, the reality is this:
the path to true healing is a relentless pursuit of who God has envisioned you to be.

So, do you want to be healed?
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“We are all serving a life sentence in the
dungeon of the self.”
-Cyril Connolly

Sometimes we successfully escape from our cells only to find that we’ve
brought the prison with us.
After God had freed me from my self-made prison, I soon found a new, farreaching entanglement. A prison that followed me long after I left the shores of my
personal Rock. The “perfect prison.” Perfectionism.
Perfectionism, the belief that we must attain and maintain divine moral and
spiritual standards, plagues the American church. Yet perfectionism in believers is the
supreme tragic irony. Christ died to break our bondage from sin; but in the “Perfect”
we find chains more subtle, and perhaps even more insidious.
The chains of perfectionism are long. They snatch at our ankles, so often
dragging us under, long after we believe we’re free.
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GOD’S MASTERPIECE

“For we are God's masterpiece. He has created us anew in Christ
Jesus, so we can do the good things he planned for us long ago.”
-Apostle Paul97

There is a critical difference between being perfect and being a masterpiece.
Being perfect is an unnatural state and for all rights and purposes useless in the real
world. Being a masterpiece, however, is the result of our restoration by Christ to do
the things God has planned for us long ago.
It’s overwhelming. The Creator of the universe, the Creator of the moon and
the stars, rainbow and the rose, the atom and the myriad galaxies, calls us His
magnum opus, His masterpiece. Only the God of all creativity could conceive of such
incalculable grace!
One of the defining characteristics of a masterpiece – regardless if it is a
painting, sculpture, or poem – is its uniqueness, crafted by its creator. Masterpieces
are things so unique that they transcend the world’s primary motivation of greed and
for this are considered “priceless.” It’s hard to imagine something so matchless and
treasured that it cannot be purchased, but that is the very nature of a masterpiece.

97

Ephesians 2:10 (NLT)
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Masterpieces are a gift to those who experience them. We are drawn to these
inimitable and invaluable works of art because something about them changes us
and enriches our lives. For this personal enrichment, people go through the enormous
expense and hassle of travel just to be in the presence of the work. They have heard
stories from others about their experience, how it changed their lives in some way,
and they literally cross oceans to experience the same.

REPRODUCTION OR ORIGINAL?
The difference between a masterpiece and a reproduction is an immeasurable
gulf. Even a skillfully and faithfully produced reproduction or copy of the original work
of art holds nearly no value at all in relation to the original.
Take the Mona Lisa for example. If you were to visit the Musée du Louvre in
Paris, France to experience this supreme example of Renaissance portraiture first
hand, you would need to wait in line for hours and undergo extensive scrutiny from
security personnel. After all this hassle you would be rewarded by being restricted to
viewing the Mona Lisa in a climate-controlled room, for a few minutes, through murky
safety glass. All that distance, all that time, for a glance through a dark glass.
Perhaps the most telling aspect of this pilgrimage to da Vinci is in the leaving.
Upon exiting the Louvre, surrounding you on all sides are… hundreds of Mona Lisas.
Being pushed for cheap purchase by hoards of street vendors, hundreds of exact
Mona Lisa replicas go largely ignored by the exiting pubic. The original work, no
matter its less than ideal presentation, is all that matters.
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Masterpieces are original and – counter-intuitively for many of us –
masterpieces are not perfect. In fact, in many ways, masterpieces are identified by
their imperfections, their defects validating their authenticity.
Technology has grown to a point that we could take any of the world’s
priceless treasures and reproduce a replica that is without any of the “imperfections”
left by the creator’s hand. We could easily have a Mona Lisa with a less enigmatic
smile, or a David with proportional arms.
In doing so, however, the work would not truly be improved; in fact, the
masterpiece as it had been known would have been destroyed in the “perfecting.”
In Ephesians 2:10 Paul states, “For we are God's masterpiece. He has created us
anew in Christ Jesus, so we can do the good things he planned for us long ago.” 98
We are a unique, priceless, creation crafted by the very hand of God and if we try to
be someone else we vandalize the uniqueness that makes us God’s masterpiece.
In my faith journey I had to embrace the truth that seemed so contrary to the
view I held of myself for most of my life. My past experiences, passions, and
brokenness were not my unbearable burden, my permanent disfigurement. They
were in fact the opposite. God’s vast grace used them to mold and shape me into a
priceless work of art.
This is your truth as well. You have not been called to be a replica of another
masterpiece; you have been uniquely crafted by the Creator of the stars and the
seas to reflect His plan and creativity.

98

Ephesians 2:10 (NLT)
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IMPERFECT EXPERIENCES

“I will teach you wisdom’s ways and lead you in straight paths.”
-Solomon99

God has entrusted us with our past experiences to be a gift to those struggling
to make it in this broken, messy world. These experiences do not disqualify us from
ministry; they prepare us and give us credibility to those who are faced with the
similar adversity.
I really struggled with this early on in my faith journey. My life before Christ had
left a trail of broken relationships and an accumulation of scars from self-destructive
behavior. I knew Jesus had forgiven me, but I was equally certain that my life choices
had also disqualified me for any significant ministry. I was cornered by my own
conflicting beliefs.
One day when I was particularly burdened by my perceived ministry
disqualification, I stopped by a friend’s office who was also the youth pastor at the
local church I was attending. I unloaded on him, conveying my disappointment at
being sidelined because of my past.
He paused for a moment then looked squarely in my eyes. The questions he
asked were simple, but poignant:

“Have you ever killed someone?”
99

Proverbs 4:11 (NLT)
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“No.” I answered.
“Have you ever sold yourself for sex?”
I chuckled at the thought of it and answered, “No.”
“Have you ever committed adultery?”
Once more I replied, “No.”
Then he leaned back into his chair and pronounced, “Yep, you are probably
right. God can’t use you.”
At this point, I was confused. Was he saying if I am not a murderer, prostitute,
or an adulterer that God cannot use me? He could see my consternation. He
leaned forward into his chair and I could feel God preparing me to receive his
words. What he said – so simply and matter of fact –was a truth that profoundly
altered the rest of my life.
“Your past experiences do not disqualify you from ministry, they prepare you
for ministry.”
That moment marked one of the great turning points of my faith journey.
My friend’s statement is not some postmodern pithy truism; it comes straight off
the pages of the Bible. All one needs to do is open up the Bible to Hebrews 11, often
called the “Faith Hall of Fame,” and see who is listed. The writer of Hebrews points out
undeniably that the world’s worst are often God’s best.

Noah was a drunk.
Abraham slept with his maid.
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Sarah laughed at God.
Jacob was a deceiver.
Rahab was a prostitute.
Moses was a murderer.
Gideon was a afraid.
Barak was a coward.
Samson was promiscuous.
David was an adulterer and a murderer.100

And the writer of Hebrews doesn’t even get into the lives of the New
Testament murderers, persecutors, prostitutes, and divorcees.

I don’t think any of these guys would be on the modern American church’s
shortlist for potential ministry leadership. Clearly, God’s criteria are vastly different than
our own.
You see, God has entrusted us with our past experiences in order to prepare us
to be the tangible hand of Christ. This is a truth that the enemy desperately wants to
keep from us, because those who have heard and believed this truth have become
very dangerous for the cause of Christ.

100

Hebrews 11: 7, 8, 11, 21, 23, 31, & 32.
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THE GIFT OF PASSIONS

“Do we all have the gift of healing? Do we all have the ability to
speak in unknown languages? Do we all have the ability to interpret
unknown languages? Of course not!”
-Apostle Paul101

I remember a group of guys who liked to hang out and work on their cars. It
was something they were passionate about; they’d get together and help one
another and chat about the latest breakthroughs in oil or coolant (or whatever it is
car people talk about).
One day I was talking with one of them because he did not feel that he had
anything to offer God in service. He told me that he was not a musician or a
preacher; he also said he could not see himself doing children’s ministry (nor could I)
or any other churchy type job.

Then I asked him, “What do you love to do?”

“You know, work on cars.”

101
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“Right, why not use the passion God has entrusted you with?”
“How so?”

“Why don’t you and your friends one Saturday a month offer to do oil changes
and other car maintenance stuff on single mothers’ cars?”

“Would that count?”

I assured him that it would “count” and I had no doubt that it would be an
amazing blessing to the single mothers in our community.
I have had a version of this conversation hundreds of times with different
people who have hundreds of different passions. I’ve heard about passions for things
mundane and obscure. Passions for sewing, baking, party planning, painting, and
gardening; and passions for back-up singing, screenwriting, and triathlons (of course I
had to throw that one in there). God’s creativity in instilling diverse passions in his
people has continually amazed me every time the issue arises.
Sometimes it just takes a little mind time to see how our passions can be used
for God’s glory, and shared in community as a way of loving others.

THE GIFT OF BROKENNESS
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“To keep me from becoming proud, I was given a thorn in my flesh,
a messenger from Satan to torment me and keep me from becoming
proud. Three different times I begged the Lord to take it away. Each time
he said, “My grace is all you need. My power works best in weakness.” So
now I am glad to boast about my weaknesses, so that the power of
Christ can work through me.”
-Apostle Paul102

Not only has God entrusted you with passion, God has also entrusted you with
something most people believe to be a hindrance. Brokenness. Like passion,
brokenness is meant to be a gift to others.
But how can this be? Isn’t brokenness usually a cause of separation between
people? An alcoholic’s binge drinking certainly is no “gift” to his loved ones!
True. But that is brokenness mishandled, brokenness that is not brought to the
foot of the cross.
The bond of brokenness is powerful. While it can be abused – allowed to be
waved about like a white flag of surrender, or conspicuously worn like a badge of
honor – if it is truly given over to God, the perfection of his imperfect creations
becomes clear. We are able to love other imperfect beings because of our own
imperfection. The bond between those who share a similar “thorn in the flesh” can be
powerful in a loving community.
102
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The bond of brokenness is not its only gift; it is also an undeniable call to
humility. God has built in us a governor, a limit to our abilities, a constant reminder of
our need for Him.
I love how Paul does not reveal the details of the “thorn in the flesh” that was
afflicting him. In this way I think he is able to convey a concept with which we all can
identify: brokenness and pain in our life that God will not take away for some reason.
I have heard people identify their “thorn in the flesh” as sexual brokenness,
substance abuse, and selfishness. For me, my thorn in the flesh is depression and
anxiety.
Brokenness is a strange force in this life. It can be the thing that destroys
us, defines us, or the very thing that God’s power works through to make us a blessing
to the world we live in. In 1991 my brokenness had nearly destroyed me and my
family. But in God’s economy of grace, that brokenness was turned to blessing.
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“If you ain't first, you're last.”
-Ricky Bobby, Talladega Nights

THE LIFE GOD ENVISIONED
Jesus tells us that he came to give us “a rich and satisfying life.” 103 Surely this is
good news! “Rich and satisfying,” or in some translations “life abundantly,” who
doesn’t like the sound of abundance, richness, satisfaction?
But what does Christ really mean by a “rich and satisfying life”?
Is it a vacation home in the Hamptons, a primary residence in Beverly Hills, and
driving a Lamborghini? Most of us have had enough life experience to at least be
103

John 10:10b (NLT)
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deeply suspicious of such a shallow definition of “rich and satisfying.” Certainly there’s
enough contrary evidence in the tabloids to encourage us to search in a less
materialistic direction.
So is it living a “good” life? Investing time in our families, being honest and
upright, building a good reputation. That’s certainly not falling for the materialistic
trap. Surely investing in our families is more along the lines of what Christ was talking
about. Honesty, integrity, good repute – these are certainly biblical principles.
Something straight out of Proverbs can’t steer us wrong?
But then… the inevitable failure. I find myself unable to invest the time really
needed for my wife and kids. I find my white lies morphing into something darker. I
find my reputation is less than squeaky clean. In short, I find myself falling short of the
good life.
So maybe richness and satisfaction comes from somewhere else. Perhaps it
depends on someone else, someone other than me.
Most of us have tried and failed to experience a “rich and satisfying life” under
our own power; many have even given up on pursuing it anymore. Trying to construct
a rich and satisfying life based on our own personal accomplishments will only lead to
disappointment. The Apostle Paul talks about how everyone has gotten off course in
life and because of this Jesus came to show us the way.104 His way requires full
immersion. It is holistic, involving every aspect of ourselves; and it begins and ends
with dependence on Him.

104

Romans 3:23 NLT (insertions mine)
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THE WAY
Maybe the way to experiencing the rich and satisfying life Jesus spoke about –
the very same rich and satisfying life which has eluded the human race since its
inception – is a complex simplicity which has been hidden in plain sight for thousands
of years.
Maybe it is all about focusing on the right thing. Winning!

A NEW DEFINITION OF WINNING
Most Christians do not like to talk about winning. They feel it somehow makes
them sound arrogant or unspiritual, but the Apostle Paul speaks about winning. Most
famously he said it this way (for the purpose of this book I changed Paul’s metaphor
of running to swimming):

Swim to win! All athletes are disciplined in their training. They do it to
win a prize that will fade away, but we do it for an eternal prize. So I swim
with purpose through the water with every breath, navigation, kick, and
stroke. I discipline my body like an athlete, training it to do what it should.
Otherwise, I fear that after preaching to others I myself might be
disqualified.105

There are lots of good things you can do in this life. In fact you can spend your
whole life doing good things and miss the best thing – what God has envisioned for
105

1 Corinthians 9:25-27 (NLT, insertions mine)
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your life. To be fully immersed in the life God has envisioned for you requires you to
swim “to win,” that you do so with “purpose” all the while “practicing discipline like an
athlete.”
This famous passage from Paul’s letter begs the question: What is winning? In
the metaphor, it’s reaching the shore and finishing the race. In one sense, then, we
might define winning as reaching heaven, arriving at the ultimate shore, the divine
finish line of the race of life.
But is that true? Is Paul only talking about eternal life? Can we “win” in this life,
in the here and now?

DQed
Paul is certainly talking about heaven on one level, but he also speaks openly
about his fear of eventually being disqualified from completing the race. There is
nothing worse than training for a race, then competing in a race, then at the end
finding out that you have been DQed (disqualified).
My ten year old son Eric is an avid triathlete. He trains hard and he wants to
win. Last year it was his goal to qualify for the IronKids National Championships. This
required him to finish in the top five of his age group in a qualifying race; no easy task.
Eric focused a great deal of energy on one particular IronKids qualifying race. I
remember watching my son come flying out of the water, his pace perfect for his
target time. He had a flawless transition and was off on the bike course, looking
stronger than ever. All his training was paying off.
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After he transitioned to the final leg of the tri, the run, we figured he was in a
great position to achieve his goal. Eric would finally make it to Nationals.
We watched with great anticipation, counting athletes in his age group,
waiting for him to round the corner. We cheered as he rounded the corner, right on
his qualifying pace, and shifted into his final sprint.
Waiting for the results seemed to take forever. With hundreds of other parents
and athletes we eagerly watched the head ref begin methodically posting the
official results.
We gradually pushed our way to the boards and began scanning the pages.
Where is he? We know he finished, so why wasn’t he listed with his fellow athletes?
Finally, with trepidation I scanned the DQ listings. And there he was, Eric
McNees.
Apparently there was some confusion on the bike course (possibly a timing
chip failure) and he got DQed. The dejection washed over my son immediately and
powerfully. All that training and the false sense of triumph in a hard fought race. It
was crushing, especially for a ten year old.
I am happy to say that Eric learned an important lesson that day about
knowing the course and he did qualify for Nationals at the next race.
From my readings of Paul’s letters, he seems as concerned with how you race,
as he is with the other side of life’s finish line. Running the race without being DQed
requires knowing the course God has laid out for you to run and to run that course as
an ambassador of Him. As you race toward the finish line, you are to run in a way that
brings God’s Kingdom here on earth as well as in Heaven.
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WINNING IN THE RACE
Winning is experiencing what God originally envisioned for his creation. In other
words, winning is becoming fully human, becoming what God created us to be. That
might make some sense from a theological or semantic perspective, but what does
that mean for us practically?
We were created to have an intimate relationship with our Creator. There have
only been three people ever to walk this planet who have experienced being fully
human; Adam, Eve, and Jesus. Being fully human is having an unbuffered connection
and interaction with God.
Since the Garden, however, we’ve lived buffered lives, a disconnect present
because we have elevated our own vision for our lives over God’s vision for our lives.
Our relationship with God is like any relationship in our life. It is a constant battle
with our selfish nature, the battle between our own selfish desires and the desires of
the person with whom we are in a relationship. Our relationship with God is damaged
when we choose our own selfish desires over God’s desire to be intimate with us. This
results in a rift with our true soul mate, leaving us feeling the profound dissatisfaction of
a buffered life.
Paul describes this buffered state as feeling as if we are looking “through a
glass, darkly”106 – experiencing life as if looking through a clouded window, ever
separated from the true life that awaits us on the other side. However, we don’t have

106

1 Corinthians 13: 12 (KJV)
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to resign ourselves to a clouded and shadowy existence. We are not hopelessly
condemned to a buffered life.
The essence of the Gospel is that God loved us so much that he sent his only
Son to pay the price for our rebellion. He came to remove the buffer, break down the
barrier between us and Him. To restore our full humanity.
This sacrifice and redemption is free – in fact, it is freedom itself. That is, it does
not have a price we must meet nor is it forced upon is. Jesus did not come as a
stalker to force us back into a relationship with God; he came to give us the
opportunity to move toward the relationship we were designed to experience. For
those of us who choose to move into this relationship, we have the hope, that
someday we will experience what it means to be fully human.
For now, we are like the Apostle Paul who said, “No, dear brothers and sisters, I
have not achieved it, but I focus on this one thing: Forgetting the past and looking
forward to what lies ahead, I press on to reach the end of the race and receive the
heavenly prize for which God, through Christ Jesus, is calling us.”107
What is the heavenly prize? Being free to be “fully human,” to experience an
unbuffered, unfettered intimacy with God.

YADA YADA

“Seek his will in all you do, and he
Will direct your paths.”
107

Philippians 3:13-14 (NLT)
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-Solomon108

The word from Solomon’s proverb that the NLT translates “seek” is “yada” in
ancient Hebrew. Yada is an extremely powerful word meaning, “to know by
experience.”
One day while I was letting this word, yada marinate in my brain I remembered
an old episode of Seinfeld where Jerry was dating this girl who would complete her
sentences by saying “…yada yada.” She would say things like, “I went out to a club
last night and yada yada, and I’m really tired this morning.”
This became the whole premise of that particular Seinfeld episode, Jerry,
George, and Elaine using the phrase, “yada yada” to create an open interpretation
of an event.109 This particular episode was especially popular; in fact, it was
nominated for an Emmy. But why was this so funny?
My theory is the audience would know by experience how to fill in the yada.
What Jerry’s girlfriend means by yada is something like, “you know the rest of the story
by experience.” The connection for the audience was the experiences of their lives –
some similar or even shared experiences, some singular and unique. But the personal
and madlib-esque possibilities of how to fill in the yada yada is the heart of the
humor.

108

Proverbs 3:6, (NLT)

109

"The Yada Yada" is the 153rd episode of the American NBC sitcom Seinfeld. The 19th episode of the 8th
season, it aired on April 24, 1997.
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TO KNOW BY EXPERIENCE
Solomon is a master wordsmith, choosing his words with great deliberation.
Consider Proverbs 3:6 if we translate it with this more precise definition of yada:

“Know by experience his will in all you do, and he will direct your paths.”

This closer reading potentially changes the meaning of this scripture from an
intellectual pursuit of God’s vision for our lives into a full immersion into the experience
of a life of faith in Christ.
There

is

a

profound

gap

between

intellectually

knowing

the

Great

Commandment and knowing the Great Commandment by experience. To know
God and live out the vision He has for our lives we need to go beyond an intellectual
knowledge that we are to holistically love God and love people; we are to know this
by experiencing it.
All people go through adversity. You have gone through it, you are going
through it, or you are going to go through it. When you are in the darkest times in your
life do you want your faith based on an intellectual knowledge of what someone told
you? Do you want to rely on something you read in a book? Or, do you want to
move forward because of yada, you know by experience that God is faithful and will
make your paths straight?
I have had the privilege of standing with people through their darkest times.
There is a big difference between people who have yada faith and people who
have an intellectual faith.
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In a tragic turn of events, a man in my church lost his eye sight, a devastating
occurrence that broke my heart for him and his family. The greatest testimony of his
faith was that he knew that God would make it work together for good. To my
knowledge he never had self-pity or got angry, he just kept moving toward Jesus.
How can this be? It is because he knew by experience that God would make it
work together for good.
Through his continued spiritual insight in the state of physical darkness he has
become an inspiration to all who know him. He has amazed us with the books he has
continued to write and vision he continues to share.
God intends for His sons and daughters that they know Him by experience. To
know the story of God because you experienced it. That is our pursuit. That is our
ultimate passion, to yada yada with God.
Instead of standing on the ferry, pondering the water, you need to jump in and
swim, to experience the life God has given you, to tirelessly pursue His vision for your
life. This requires full immersion, all of you, a holistic experiencing of life. It requires
giving your heart, spirit, mind, and strength to God. It requires giving over our
relationships, trusting them to Him. It requires a holistically excellent life.

A HOLISTICALLY EXCELLENT LIFE

“Since you excel in so many ways—in your faith, your gifted speakers,
your knowledge, your enthusiasm, and your love from us—I want you to excel
also in this gracious act of giving.”
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-Apostle Paul110

In his letter to the believers in Corinth, Paul commends them about excelling in
so many ways; living a life of excellence. How their faith, speaking, knowledge,
enthusiasm and love was excellent and an inspiration to others. But, what is
excellence?

First, let’s start with what excellence is not:

1. Excellence is not perfection.
2. Excellence is not common.
3. Excellence is not expected.

Imperfect
Excellence is not perfection. Perfectionism is a destructive trap that leaves its
victims hollow and depressed. Perfectionism also steals the joy of grace that Jesus
offers His creation. When perfectionism takes root then nothing is ever good enough
and nothing is ever complete. Perfectionism at its worst can stop someone from living
out the vision God has for their life because they never think their gift is good enough
to share. I have seen this happen too many times. A person that God has wonderfully
made and designed to be a gift to the world never offers their gift because they fear
their gift is not perfect. When this happens the enemy wins. You are not perfect, but
you can be excellent.
110

2 Corinthians 8:7–15 (NLT)
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Uncommon
Excellence is not common. Excellence is not perfect, but it is not common
either. The definition of excellence is, “an outstanding feature; something in which
something or someone excels.”111 Common is, well, common. It is all around us and
there is nothing special or extraordinary about it. God has not called you to live a
common life; He has created you to live an extraordinary life, a life marked by
excellence; anything less is sin.

Unexpected
Excellence in not expected. In life we have been conditioned to expect
mediocrity. We expect service at a restaurant to be mediocre, we expect movies to
be average, we expect our churches to be boring. We do not expect excellence
because it would only lead to constant frustration. Every so often though we are
surprised by excellent service, an exceptional movie, or a challenging and engaging
worship gathering and we are energized by the experience.

So, what is excellence?

Excellence is a gift!

THE GIFT
111

Compliments of thefreedictionary.com.
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A gift is anything that is beyond what is common or expected. If you buy a
double-half-decaf-giraffe coffee from your local coffee house and you pay your
money and you get your drink, that is not excellent or a gift. But, if you go to your
local coffee house and order your double-half-decaf-giraffe coffee, and you are
greeted with a warm, genuine smile and an authentic (although short) conversation
from the register host, and when the barista hands you your drink you notice that in
the foam they have drawn a little giraffe, you have now experienced excellence.
Why?

Because

although

none

of

these

things

were

perfect

(smile,

conversation, drawing) they were uncommon and unexpected. These things were a
gift from them to you, to make your day a little better. That is excellent.
At the end of each of the five main chapters of this book we will have a short
discussion about what it means to be excellent – relationally, spiritually, intellectually,
physically, and socially. We will also discuss several tangible expressions of how to live
out this holistically excellent life.
Living out the life God has envisioned for you, a rich and satisfying life,
means not just finishing the race in the future sometime, but racing with purpose,
integrity, and strength. Racing in a way that when you do cross the finish line God will
say, “Well done my good and faithful servant.” The race is hard at times and we will
be tempted to take shortcuts along the way or just give up, but God is with you every
step of the way. His power is perfected in your weakness and the great thing is he
wants you to know Him and know by experience that He is there for you. Ultimately,
He has created you in this place and this time to be an unexpected and uncommon
gift to those around you.
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“Excellence is a gift; be generous.”
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Group Swim
the great
commandment
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Group Swim
Section 1
Jump In:
(You can’t swim unless you are in the water. The “Jump In” is an “ice breaker” question to get
the group talking.)

What is the biggest adventure you have ever been on?
Drill Set:
(Drills in swimming are used to improve speed and efficiency. Studying scripture in the same
way refines the heart, soul, and mind to help us live out the vision God has for our life.)

Read: Mark 12:28-31
What

would

someone’s

life

look

like

if

they

lived

out

The

Great

Commandment?
Read: John 10:10 & John 17:13
Why did Jesus say he came in John 10:10 & John 17:13?
What does Jesus mean by a “rich and satisfying” life?
The word “rich and satisfying” in the Greek is “perissos” meaning: advantaged
or exceptional.
Do you think there is a connection between what Jesus said is the most
important thing to do in life (Mark 12:28-31) and a rich, satisfying, and joyous life (John
10:10 & John 17:13)?
Do you think if someone lived out The Great Commandment that they would
live a richer and more satisfying life? Why or why not?
Do you think most Christians are experiencing a rich and satisfying
(exceptional) life?
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Read: Matthew 28:18-20
Rhetorical question: Do you think most people are attracted to the exceptional
or the ordinary?
If Christians are not experiencing an exceptional life, what impact would it
have on fulfilling Jesus’ instruction to make disciples of all nations?
What is the relationship between The Great Commandment (Mark 12:28-31), a
rich and satisfying life (John 10:10), and The Great Commission (Matthew 18:18-20)?
Open Water Swim:
(An open water swim is the real deal, no walls to hold onto, plastic lane lines to keep people
from bumping into you, or black lines painted on the bottom to keep you going in the right direction.
This section is a suggestion for the participants in your group to go out and put into practice the
scripture that was studied.)

Over the next 40-days commit to discovering what it means to live out loving
God with all your heart, soul, mind, strength, and loving others as yourself.

Jesus’ final instruction to His follower was:




Make Disciples
Baptize them
Teach them His commands

Matthew 28:19–20 Therefore, go and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing
them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Teach these new disciples to obey all
the commands I have given you.
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The only command Jesus gave his followers was:



Holistically love God (Heart, Soul,
Love others as ourselves
Mark 12:30–31 …you must love

your soul, all your mind, and all your

Mind, and Strength)

the LORD your God with all your heart, all
strength.’ The second is equally

important: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ No other commandment is greater than these.”
By living out the Great Commandment we will live the life God has envisioned for us:




Rich
Satisfying
Joyous life
John 10:10b My purpose is to give them a rich and satisfying life. & John 17:13b I told them

many things while I was with them in this world so they would be filled with my joy.

When you put the Great
RSJ you get a picture of a fully devoted

Commission, Great Commandment, &
follower of Christ life.
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“Most of us are swimming against the tides of trouble the world
knows nothing about, we need only a bit of praise or encouragement –
and we will make the goal.”
Jerome P. Fleishman
When people find out that I swam Alcatraz, they usually ask me, “How far is it
from the island to shore?” I tell them it is one and a half miles, if you could swim
straight to shore. Only problem is you can’t.
San Francisco Bay can have currents of over six miles per hour. Even a welltrained competitive distance swimmer can only swim around 2.5 miles per hour.
Clearly, without some planning, the tidal current is going to win every time.112

112

NOAA Tides and Currents for San Francisco Bay,
http://wolfweb.unr.edu/homepage/edc/tides/2010/sfgg_fr10.html (accessed 9/22/2010).
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A quick glance at the NOAA Tides and Current chart for San Francisco
Bay is enough to see there’s an ebb and flow to the bay tides, swinging sometimes by
as much as eight miles per hour.
To compensate for this wildly variable current, master swimmers have
calculated the optimum time to swim from the island to the shores of San Francisco.
When I swam the Bay, the organizers had us hit the water when the current was
between two and three miles per hour. In the pre-race meeting we were instructed to
swim 90 degrees out of line of where we actually wanted to end up.
Intellectually, I got the science of it easily enough. It made perfect sense: if I
wanted to swim from Alcatraz Island and end up just past Marina Green, I needed to
swim 90 degrees askew from my ultimate destination – and the three mile per hour
current would land me right on the beach. So, what’s the issue?
I found out during the swim that what I knew in my head and what I felt
in the water were two vastly different things. What was the disconnect?
First, you cannot feel the current when you are in it. I kept on second guessing
what I was told about the speed of the current because I simply could not feel it. I
kept thinking to myself that they must have made a mistake. All of my instincts
overrode the master’s instructions; certainly I could just swim toward the beach….
Second, swimming 90 degrees in the wrong direction of your destination, when
wind waves are knocking you around, never feels like the best plan. In my swim to
freedom I had to decide if I was going to trust my instincts and feelings, or the
instruction of a master swimmer who had made over 100 successful swims from
Alcatraz Island to the shores of San Francisco.
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SUBMERGED COPING MECHANISMS
Often in the difficult hours of life I find I am guided not so much by wisdom and
biblical principle than by instincts and feelings. Reflexes and emotions arise naturally,
seemingly to guide and can even feel as if they are a great protector, but navigating
life this way has the potential to lead you astray.
But when the moment has passed and I have re-gathered my senses and
remembered my spiritual instruction, I find that these feelings and instincts are not the
saviors they seem. They are not inborn saving graces – they are submerged coping
mechanisms. And, inevitably, they end up proving to be more destructive than
productive forces in my life.
I am often in conversations with people who argue over the practicality of
biblical principles. It’s the “real life doesn’t work that way” conversation. One of a
pastor’s top five most frequent dialogs.
My typical response runs something like this (though perhaps with a little more
grace): “If your ‘real life’ way has worked so well, then why are you in the mess you
are in?” If following “real life’s” instruction techniques – instincts and feelings and
worldly logic – works so well, why are we having the conversation to begin with?
Loving God with all one’s heart is patterning one’s emotional life to glorify
Him. To do this one must trust Him – emotionally resting in the certainty that He has the
best vision for our lives, even when it goes against initial instincts.
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Many times following God’s path feels like swimming at a 90 degree angle out
of line from our destination. But we are told in 1 Corinthians 1:27 that, “God chose
things the world considers foolish in order to shame those who think they are wise.” 113
Paul is warning followers of Christ that when they live in accordance with
scripture it may seem foolish to some who think they have a monopoly on practical
knowledge, but ultimately God will prove that His wisdom is higher than the wisdom of
man.

THINGS I WISH WERE NOT IN THE BIBLE
I often joke with people about doing a series at our church called, “Things I wish
were not in The Bible.”114 In this series I would go through the things in The Bible that go
against my instincts. I would include things like, giving the first portion of your income
to God, keeping the Sabbath115, and loving others as yourself.
These biblical instructions do not make emotional sense; they fly in the face of
my innate selfishness. Just try to rationalize how giving away 10% of your income as a
good financial move, or, how much sense does it make that spending a day away
from work will help advance your career, and how can putting others needs on the
same level as your own be a positive in your life?
These scriptural ideas are counterintuitive, 90º – if not 180º – out of line with how
most of the world conducts life. But we are reminded by God that, “For just as the

113

1 Corinthians 1:27 (NLT)

114

Element3 Church www.element3.org

115

Sabbath is giving a day to focus having a right relationship with God and people.
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heavens are higher than the earth, so my ways are higher than your ways and my
thoughts higher than your thoughts.”116

THE CURRENT IS STRONGER THAN YOU THINK
I think most of us underestimate the power of our emotional current.
The authors Chip and Dan Heath address this concept in their book, Switch:
How to Change Things When Change Is Hard. They point out that the powerful
influence of the emotions on human psychology has long been understood. To prove
their point, they paraphrase Plato’s Republic: “in our heads we have a rational
charioteer who has to rein in an unruly horse that ‘barely yields to horsewhip and
goad combined.’”117
They go on to reiterate an analogy about the tension between our mind and
our emotions that was used by University of Virginia psychologist Jonathan Haidt in his
book, The Happiness Hypothesis:
Our emotional side is an Elephant and our rational side is its Rider.
Perched atop the Elephant, the Rider holds the reins and seems to be the
leader. But the Rider’s control is precarious because the Rider is so small
relative to the Elephant. Anytime the six-ton Elephant and the Rider
disagree about which direction to go, the Rider is going to lose. He’s
completely overmatched.118

116

Isaiah 55:9 (NLT)
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Heath, Chip and Dan Heath. Switch: How to Change Things When Change is Hard. NY: Broadway Books,
2010. Page 6.
118
P. 102-13.
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There are tools and methods we can use to help control our elephant, but we
need to realize that sometimes we are at the mercy of our emotional pachyderm
and we need to have given people the relational right to help us during those times.

SWEPT AWAY
When I was nine years old, I visited some family friends in Portland, Oregon for a
week of hiking, fishing, and adventure. During one particular excursion along the
river, we were having a ball picking blackberries, skipping rocks, and splashing
around. Along the way, the dad of the family I was staying with told us that we need
to cross the river in order to get to our destination.
As I looked across the rapids I knew that there was no way I would survive trying
to cross the rushing white water. I made a covenant with myself that no matter what,
I would never go anywhere near this part of the river.
“Not here,” said the dad, seeing my anxiety rising. “We will cross up the river a
little ways where the current is not as strong.”
That was a relief to my young ears. So up the river, we went. After a mile or so,
with an abrupt stop, he declared, “We’ll cross here!”
Now, in my nine-year-old mind, this crossing was still scary, but after some
encouragement (i.e., being told I had no choice), I started following the dad across
the river. He told me to follow in his footsteps and everything would be fine.
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Step after step I moved deeper into the river, with great care I tried to
follow the dad as closely as possible. The rocks underneath my feet were smooth and
slippery, and with each subsequent step the pressure of the current increased against
my weakening legs.
Suddenly, without warning my feet came out from under me and I found
myself being dragged down the river. One moment I was in control and, the next, at
the complete mercy of the rushing river.
With all my might I struggled against the current, trying to get back to
shore – to safety – but no matter how hard I tried to fight, the river was stronger.
My arms flailing to keep my head above water, I now was entering the part of
the river where I swore I would never go, the rapids. With a burst of adrenalin I
frantically tried to get to safety, knowing that once I entered the white water all
would be lost.
My body was thrown around like a rag doll, hitting bolder after bolder as I
gasped for breath between desperate moments underwater. Although I could see
people on the shore trying to help there was nothing they could do. I was on my own.
Upon entering the first part of the rapids, I was introduced to a bone
crunching bolder. After smashing me into it, the current lifted me up and over the
rock, finally plunging me into the depths below.
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When the terminal hole119 finally released me back into the rapids, I managed
to get my head above water once again. Down the river I saw a man on the other
side standing on a fallen tree.
“Swim over here!” he shouted, waving his hands.
My mind rushed with thoughts of survival. He was farther away than the shore I
had been struggling to reach. But, I’d had no luck trying it the other way. With some
misgivings, I decided that I would try to make it to him.
As I got closer I noticed that the current was not as violent and the rocks
seemed to be below me instead of in my path. While I was making progress, I could
tell that I was not going to make it to him in time.
Continuing to struggle to get to him, I saw someone running toward the man
with a large branch. About the time I was going to pass them by, they both had
reached the end of the fallen tree – and held out the large branch. I maintained hold
long enough for another man to jump off the fallen tree into the water, grabbing me
and the limb just as my hands gave way.

WHO TO TRUST?

“Then Christ will make his home in your hearts as you trust in him. Your
roots will grow down into God’s love and keep you strong.”
-Apostle Paul
119

A terminal hole is a hole in a river bed that usually follows a rapid. If a person is ejected from the raft and falls
into a terminal hole they will be sucked in and the water rushing over the top will hold the person under.
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The difference between my successful crossing of the San Francisco Bay and
my near death experience in the river came down to who I trusted and their
assessment of my capacity to make the crossing. The master swimmers had
successfully made the swim hundreds of times in many different conditions, they knew
the tides and currents; they also knew our abilities as swimmers based on our previous
races. The dad although well intended, had never crossed the river before and had
no idea if a nine year old boy could make it or not; he just felt it would be ok.
All of us have a limit on our emotional capacity. Some of us can withstand
strong emotional currents, ones that would sweep away another person; the
experiences, psychological makeup and maturity level allows the emotionally strong
to conquer greater currents. It is important to know and respect your emotional
capacity in order to live out the life God has envisioned for you. We are all different;
some of us thrive and are energized by contact with people, while others of us are
drained by social interaction. It is imperative for you to know what situations lift you up
and which ones push you into an emotional tail spin. It is also crucial for you to know
which people give you energy and which people in your life drain your energy. But
most of all it is vital to have people (or a person) in your life who you trust more than
your out of control elephant.
I have a few people in my life that I trust more than my feelings. These are
people who are fully devoted followers of Christ who will speak God’s truth into my life
which is based in scripture. I will not seek advice from people who may be wellmeaning, but are not living a life which I wish to emulate.
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Think about it this way. You would not get financial advice from a friend who is
broke, or relational guidance from someone who has left a trail of broken
relationships. In the same way you should not trust your heart to anyone except those
who desire to have Jesus make your heart His home. When the peace of Christ is at
the center of your emotional life, His love will strengthen you to have faith that will
transcend your circumstance. The Apostle Paul, experienced this strength when he
wrote, “I know how to live on almost nothing or with everything. I have learned the
secret of living in every situation, whether it is with a full stomach or empty, with plenty
or little. For I can do everything through Christ, who gives me strength.”120

120

Philippians 4:12–13 (NLT)
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“So Peter went over the side of the boat and walked on
the water toward Jesus. But when he saw the strong wind and
the waves, he was terrified and began to sink. “Save me, Lord!”
he shouted.”121

121

Matthew 14:29–30
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Water is unpredictable. One moment it may be a calm paradise
and the next a turbulent hell. Emotions are a lot like water; our
circumstances can change in an instant, a troubling phone call in the
middle of the night, finding a winning lottery ticket, a drunk driver running
a red light, or your spouse surprising you with a thoughtful gift.
Circumstances, both good and bad can greatly affect our emotional
wellness and the condition of our heart. That is why we need to anchor
our heart in the bedrock of God’s love which will withstand the tides of
trouble.
Several years ago I was given a frightening and life changing lesson
about the power and volatility of water and the importance of fixing my
eyes on Jesus in the midst of the trouble. These were things I thought I
knew about. But one terrible Saturday I quickly learned otherwise.

THE FISHING TRIP
This particular Saturday began like most others. I woke up to the
alarm clock buzzing at 3:00am and the smell of freshly brewing coffee. I
quickly slapped the alarm, jumped out of bed, grabbed my coffee, and
headed down to the marina for another exhilarating day of fishing the
local islands.
When I arrived at my boat, I took a minute to appreciate the
sleeping marina and the glassy ocean water before disrupting the serenity
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by firing up the boats engines. By the time my fishing friends showed up,
the sun was imbuing the sky with brilliant red rays and the seagulls had
begun their daily ritual of picking through society’s refuse for their
breakfast. Yes, it was going to be another perfect day.
There is nothing like quietly cutting though the calm water while
exiting your home marina. It had become like an old book I’ve read a
hundred times before: familiar, predictable, a classic. On my port side we
passed the harbor patrol, while the sea lions were busy trying to steal fish
from the bait barge on my starboard. After passing the fishing pier and
rounding the breakwater, we always ceremoniously took off our hats in
respect for the lighthouse right before we throttled down and planed out
for the next couple of hours on our way to Santa Barbara Island.
The day was beautiful and clear, the fishing was great, it was
everything I loved about the ocean and fishing. But like all things, that too
must end, and it was time to head home. Our normal procedure was to
listen to the weather before heading back. But the day had been so calm
and the wind had never even picked up, so a weather check never really
crossed our minds as we left the protection of the island.
About ten miles into our return trip the wind kicked up at 25 knots
with a wind wave of 2 feet. This was not unusual, except for the fact it was
coming from the southwest, not the northeast. A slight cause for concern,
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but nothing a 28’ sport-fisher with two engines couldn’t handle. And,
besides, there was only 30 miles left till the entrance to our marina.

MAYDAY
Five rough miles later, things had become significantly worse; the
wind was now blowing consistently at 40 knots with 5’ wind waves. The
biggest problem was that now 12’ ocean swells had picked up from the
north leaving us right in the middle of an ancient struggle between wind
and water – a struggle where thousands of seamen before us had paid
the price of ocean passage with their lives.
Suddenly, a strong 60 knots gust grabbed our boat and tore the
Bimini top off the fly bridge, dragging it into a collapsing swell. Water was
crashing in on us and with a huge roar one of the engines stopped
running. We knew we were in trouble, but did not know the extent until I
went into the engine compartment. With waves and wind crashing
around me, my heart sank when I saw the reality of the situation: We were
going to die.
The force of the last wave was so great that it tore the exhaust
manifold from the hull of the ship. We were taking on water, fast! I am not
sure what you would do at this point, but one of my friends took off his
pants and threw them at me. Normally I would not be too receptive if a
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man took off his pants and threw them at me, but in this case it was an
act that would save us from sinking down into Davey Jones locker.
I took the pants, diverting my violated eyes from my rather large,
hairy, pantless friend (who thankfully was not going commando that day).
I shoved them into the hole with a feeble hope of slowing the water
coming into the boat. Amazingly, it slowed the water down enough that
our bilge pump could keep up with the water intake and slow our sinking.
Now, with only one engine and the weather getting worse I worked
my way to the radio and spoke a word three times that I prayed would
never come from my lips; Mayday, Mayday, Mayday.…

FROM TERRIBLE TO TERMINAL
After telling vessel assist our position and our situation they informed
me that the weather was too bad for them to come out. They would
need to send the Coast Guard. As soon as he spoke those words we were
hit by a 10’ wind wave, which hurled us into the now giant swells coming
from the north. Our 10,000 pound, 28’ boat was picked up like a toy, spun
around and slammed back into the water.
Picking up my aching body from the latest wave, I realized that
things had just gone from terrible to terminal. There was no electrical or
mechanical power on the boat and the only noise I heard was that of the
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roaring winds. By this time my two friends had given up hope and went
below deck to await the inevitable.
I was our only chance for survival. A survival that looked impossible,
considering we had no engines and no electricity to power the radio to
call for help.
I knew that I needed to get the bilge pump going because without
it we would sink in about thirty minutes. So I lifted up the engine
compartment’s overhead doors, chained them open, and climbed into
the darkness with a little flashlight. I stepped into two feet deep water and
started getting shocked by the eight batteries that had been ripped out
of their holders and now laid spread all around the half-submerged
engine room.
Thrown around by the waves and burned by the electricity, I
somehow managed to pull a battery out of the water, connect the bilge
to it, and get it pumping. This was only a momentary triumph though,
because another big wave hit our now seemingly tiny boat, breaking the
engine compartment door chain and sending it crashing down on my
head. As I slipped into unconsciousness my last thought was how I needed
to stay awake because otherwise we were going to die.
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THE UNANSWERED CALL
I don’t know if it was one minute or one hour later but I woke up
lying in the bilge being shocked by the electrified water. In a daze I
remember I had a handheld radio for emergencies down in the cabin. I
made my way down into the cabin in the dark, found the radio and
began my distress call again.
“Mayday, mayday, mayday…” but this time there was no response.
Climbing back out on deck with the hope of better reception I tried
it again: “Mayday, May-Day, MAY-Day…” And, again, no response.
The little hope I had to this point turned to anger. I had done
everything I was meant to do – I had even bought a backup
communication device and it was not working. Despite my despair – and
since it was all I had – I kept on calling with no response. In-between my
unanswered calls, I kept bailing water with an old pot I had, just trying to
keep us alive a little longer.

LIGHT ON THE HORIZON
At about 2am my anger turned once again to hope when I saw a
light on the horizon. Could this be our salvation? Could this be someone to
help us? I tried the radio again to no avail and decided to fire off some
flares. My hope faded as I watched our savior’s light move into the
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darkness. In desperation I called on the radio again and again, “Mayday,
May-Day, MAY-DAY…”
Though there was no response, I did see the light reappear in the
distance. It seemed to be heading in our direction, so I called again,
“MAYDAY, MAYDAY, MAYDAY…” No response, but the ship was definitely
coming closer.
With renewed hope, but still the need to keep afloat, I got back in
the bilge and bailed. After getting the water level down again, I popped
back up to see where my rescuer was. To my dismay it was going about
45 degrees in the wrong direction.
I tried the radio again, “MAYDAY, MAYDAY, MAYDAY…” there still
was no response; but, the ship did seem to change course and head
back toward us. Finally, through crashing waves and unbelievable gusts of
wind the huge white ship with the letters U.S.C.G came into clear sight
and saved us from marinating in the Pacific.
After a long night of being towed back to the marina we arrived
safely into the harbor at about 10am. During the post rescue interview I
asked the Coast Guard Captain how he found us. He told me that even
though we could not hear them, they could hear us, and every time I
called them they were able to get our coordinates, enabling them to
come and save us.
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MAYDAY OF THE HEART
Our emotions, like water can be turbulent and have us calling out
to God, “MAYDAY, MAYDAY, MAYDAY! God I’m drowning down here!”
We want God to save us right now, we want an answer, but many times
because of our circumstance we cannot hear Him.
But there is the good news! He hears us and He is with us, even if we
cannot hear or feel Him during our storm. In Isaiah we are told “Don’t be
afraid, for I am with you. Don’t be discouraged, for I am your God. I will
strengthen you and help you.”122
It is important to know that God is bigger than any storm you will
ever face. The wind may blow and the waves may rise, but if we keep our
eyes fixed on Jesus, He will see us through the storm. You may feel alone
and that no one is with you, but God is with you, the hand of Christ is
always on you no matter how overwhelming the tempest rocking your life.

122

Isaiah 41:10 (NLT)
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Sometime when I am sitting with my wife reading, she will put her
hand on my leg and just leave it there. At first it brings comfort and
reassurance, but after a while it gets a little hot and uncomfortable.
Eventually, even though her hand is still there, I don’t notice it anymore; it
is almost as her hand has become part of me.
The strangest part of this cycle is when she moves her hand to do
something else, it is like losing an integral connection that I did not even
realize was still present.
I believe many of us have experienced the same phenomenon with
Christ’s hand. For those of us who have walked with Him for many years,
we remember that initial comfort and reassurance we felt when He first
laid his hand on us. The peace and calm. The certainty of God’s love and
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direction. The freshness of the newfound relationship with our creator. We
glory in His hand guiding us.
However, after a season of His guiding hand leading us into this new
life, we start to get a little uncomfortable. We may even think about
removing His guiding hand. For those of us who resist the temptation to
reassert control over our lives, we get to move into an integrated
relationship with our Creator, where our connection becomes part of our
very existence.
At times this can be scary because we have become so familiar
with His hand that we do not even feel it anymore. But have confidence:
He is with you.
In Psalm 16:8, David wrote, “I know the Lord is always with me. I will
not be shaken, for he is right beside me.”123 The Lord is also always right
beside you as well.

ENTER THE DRAGON
One of my favorite movies growing up was Bruce Lee’s 1973 classic,
Enter the Dragon. In the film Bruce Lee’s character is recruited by a
government agency to infiltrate the compound of a drug lord. Lee is
invited to a tournament being held on the drug lord’s island.

123

Psalm 16:8 (NLT)
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A crisis point in the film is the crime lord’s realization of Lee’s plans.
Suddenly what was merely a game becomes a very real struggle for
freedom and life.
In a similar way, the following will take a real life, practical turn,
where I will provide some ideas that have helped me pursue living out The
Great Commandment. Similar practically applicable subchapters will be
included in the major sections of this book.
EMOTIONAL COMMUNITY
One of the most counterintuitive aspects about experiencing an
emotionally healthy and balanced life is the fact that self-focused healing
only makes you worse off. Several years ago, I was reading about a
presentation given by a renowned psychiatrist about mental health.124
During the question-and-answer period of his talk he was asked, “What
advice would you give someone who is suffering from depression?” His
answer surprised his audience, and quite frankly me as well. He said, “I
would tell them to lock up their home, go across the railroad tracks and
serve someone in need.”
A broken heart and emotional brokenness thrive in isolation.
The psychiatrist wasn’t saying that medical attention for depression has no
value; he was saying that we greatly underestimate the power of how
serving others contribute to mental health.

124

Psychiatrist can prescribe medication a Psychologist cannot.
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THE MAGNET AND THE ANCHOR
I keep a dry erase marker in my car, so when an idea comes to
mind I can write it on my windshield to keep it in front of me.
The other day while taking my son to school, he asked me, “Why do
you have a magnet and an anchor drawn on your windshield?” I told him
that it is to remind me that there are two people in this world, magnets
and anchors. Magnets pull you up and anchors drag you down; it is vital
to know who is who in your life.
When I am having anxiety about a situation I will go to the magnets
in my life and ask them if what I am feeling is reality. They know that I am
relying on them to subdue the raging elephant and guide me through the
water. This is not easy, but sometimes the current is too strong for us to
navigate it alone.
It is essential to know which people pull you up to living out God’s
vision for your life and those who pull you down. As best you can you
need to adjust your pattern of life to maximize encounters with the
magnets and minimize your encounters with the anchors. By doing this
you will experience a more emotionally healthy and balanced life.

“THERE IS A WAY.”
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Attitude is better than a crystal ball when it comes to predicting the
future. If you have a poor attitude things are always going to turn out,
well, poorly. If you have a positive attitude, things more often than not are
going to end up being a positive in your life. The common saying,
“perception is reality,” is true; it’s all how you view a situation or problem
that determines how you approach it.
My dad, when I was growing up, had cards printed that read,
“There is a way.” He would hand them out to his customers and others to
remind them that all problems could be solved. He even went so far as to
strike the word, “problem” from his vocabulary, he would simply substitute
the word, “opportunity” and operate from that perspective. I believe he,
consequently, experienced a richer and more satisfying life because of his
positive perspective.

DIVE INTO THE S.E.A.
When I am emotionally down I have an acronym representing three
steps that help me feel better: S.E.A. This acronym stands for Sun, Exercise,
and Authenticity.
The

first

piece

of

advice

might

make

some

overzealous

dermatologists flush with irritation. Get some sun. Sounds simple, right?
Well, it is – and it isn’t. The fact is that sun raises you serotonin levels, which

90

Mark McNees
is the chemical in your brain that is God’s given antidepressant. 125 When I
am down, even 10 minutes in direct sunlight can lift my spirits.
You may not feel like exercising, but numerous studies have shown
that just 30-minutes a day of exercise can raise your serotonin levels.126 I
have found that a walk, jog, or swim (any cardio exercise) will lift my spirits
quicker than anything else.
Be authentic with a close friend who will love on you. Oxytocin is
another hormone that can raise your spirits; sometime this hormone is
called the “cuddle hormone.” Oxytocin is released into our bodies when
we feel loved and comfortable. There are some studies that suggest that
it can even be more helpful in fighting depression than serotonin. So, if you
are hurting emotionally, be honest with a friend and let them love on you
a little bit.

DO I HAVE THE RELATIONAL RIGHT?
Have you ever wondered why you can receive criticism well from
one person and not so well from another? It may not be the criticism that
is the problem; it may be the person giving it.
All too often people are readily willing to point out where you failed
without any interest in walking the path that will bring success. Criticism
125

http://www.webmd.com/mental-health/news/20021205/unraveling-suns-role-in-depression

126

http://www.livestrong.com/article/22590-effects-exercise-serotonin-levels/
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without emotional investment in seeing the person live out their best is not
helpful; quite the contrary, it can be very damaging.
In a practical sense, I ask myself a few questions before
pointing out a perceived shortcoming of another person.

1. Do I have the relational right to speak into this person’s life? To have a
relational right to speak into someone’s life you must have first spent time
with that person, encouraged him or her, established a commitment to
that person that extends past the current situation.
2. Will I walk with this person to help them live out the vision God has

for their life? A real relationship is not telling someone that they
missed the mark, now go fix it. Relational Right comes from sitting
down with someone and saying, “Hey, I believe God wants more
for you than you are currently experiencing and I want to help you
experience the rich and abundant life God wants for you.”
3. Is the problem the problem? Many times the evident symptom is not the
cause. Be cautious not to be so overly zealous to fix a symptom that you
miss the bigger issue in someone’s life.

Healthy relationship are not absent of conflict, in fact the hallmark of a
healthy

relationship

may

very

well

be

the

presence

of

tough

conversations. In Proverbs 27:6 we are told, “Wounds from a sincere friend
are better than many kisses from an enemy.” If growth was easy they
would not call it “growing pains” and those pains sometime come from a
sincere friend who has earned the relational right to tell us the truth. Just
make sure you don’t get bit from behind.
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EMOTIONAL EXCELLENCE

“So whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do it
all for the glory of God.”
-Apostle Paul127

Pursuing emotional excellence depends upon protecting and
growing your relationships over the span of your life. The depth of
connection and longevity of the relationships you share with people in
your life I refer to in shorthand as the “relational quotient” (RQ).
A person who has a low RQ will leave a stream of short and broken
relationships in their wake. Conversely, a person who has a high RQ will
experience long and meaningful relationships. In order to pursue a higher
RQ you need to be a gift giver. The gift? You. Your time, your energy, your
attention. You.
The quality of your relationships will ultimately determine the quality
of your life experience. You can have money, power and influence, but if
you do not have anyone to share your life with, at the end of the day you
will be unfulfilled (trust me on this). Money, power, and influence are poor
substitutes for authentic, caring relationships.

127

1 Corinthians 10:31 (NLT)
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The secret that Jesus hid in plain sight is the path to a rich and
satisfying life is having a right relationship with God and people, and
realizing that the rest is just commentary. At the end of your earthly life,
the only things that matter are the relationships you invested in and the
life tapestry you wove with those around you.
The ultimate beauty and value of this relational tapestry is
determined by the threads that are woven in and by the threads that are
torn out. A large relational tapestry that is woven over a lifetime with
diverse colors and textures will produce a depth that is unique and
priceless. Subsequently, a diminished relational tapestry that has been
tattered and torn by the removal of threads will be regarded with little
more value than a rag.
Relationships are hard, but we know that things of value do not
come easily; relationships take a lifetime of work. Money, power, and
influence may be what the world tells us are the keys to happiness, but if
you want to be truly rich in this life, then invest your time and energy in
weaving a large, colorful, unique, relational tapestry.

Again, emotional excellence does not mean perfection in all your
interactions, but it does mean that you desire to be uncommon and
unexpected in your relationships.

94

Mark McNees
What is a common and expected friend?




Someone who knows you on sight.
Someone who will Facebook you on your birthday.
Someone who knows enough about you to engage in a surface
level conversation.

What is an excellent friend?




Someone who thinks about and looks out for their friend’s best
interests; even when they are not around.
Someone who will sacrifice their time for their friend.
Someone who will speak truth into their friend’s life in a loving way.

Emotional excellence is hard; it requires us to be gift givers. It
requires us to go beyond the common and expected and to be
extraordinary in our interactions with one another.

“Excellence is a gift; be generous.”
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Group
Swim
water
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Group Swim
Section 2
Heart
Jump In:
(You can’t swim unless you are in the water. The “Jump In” is an “ice breaker”
question to get the group talking.)

Who was your first best friend?
How did you meet?
What did you like to do together?
Drill Set:
(Drills in swimming are used to improve speed and efficiency. Studying scripture in
the same way refines the heart, soul, and mind to help us live out the vision God has for
our life.)

Read: Deuteronomy 4:29
Who are we promised to find if we search for him with all our heart
and soul?
Read: Deuteronomy 11:16
What can happen when our heart is deceived?
Has your heart ever been deceived? What happened?
Read: Joshua 24:23
What “idols” do you have in your life that you need to destroy?
Read: 1 Kings 11:1-11
What was Solomon’s sin?
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What was the consequence of his sin?
How was Solomon’s heart turned from the LORD?
What can this tell us about how the enemy steals our heart for our
true love?
Read: Ecclesiastes 3:11
What has God planted in your heart?
What is our heart’s limitation?
Is this limitation encouraging or discouraging to you?
Open Water Swim:
(An open water swim is the real deal, no walls to hold onto, plastic lane lines to
keep people from bumping into you, or black lines painted on the bottom to keep you
going in the right direction. This section is a suggestion for the participants in your group
to go out and put into practice the scripture that was studied.)

Jesus said, “Don’t let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God, and trust
also in me.” (John 14:1) Even though our hearts have eternity planted in
them we cannot see God’s whole plan. Trust that he will make all things
work together for good if you love him. (Romans 8:28)
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“It’s not coincidental that psychology is the study of the
soul. Psych comes from the Greek word for soul, breath, life. It
is specifically the study of human conditions outside the
physical domain. Is it possible that much of what we call
psychosis and neurosis is really about us being soul sick?”
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-Erwin McManus128

A SUFFOCATED SPIRIT
Swimming assumes moving forward. If you are not moving forward,
you are merely floating, adrift in the current. Whether in the San Francisco
Bay or in life, the reality is the same. It is either a deliberate swim or a
passive resigning to the whims of the water.
When you are living without intentionally, not moving toward the life
God has envisioned for you, you are living a life without purpose. The truth
about the “unintentional” life is it denies you the fullness of what it means
to really live.
In Romans 6:23 (MSG) Paul writes, “Work hard for sin your whole life
and your pension is death. But God’s gift is real life, eternal life, delivered
by Jesus, our Master.”129
In other words Paul is saying that you can devote your life to things
other than God’s vision for your life and your reward will be spiritual death,
but you don’t need to suffer that fate because God has created you for a
purpose.
There are many reasons why people don’t or feel they can’t
move toward the goal of the life God has envisioned for them. Some start
128

McManus, Erwin. Soul Cravings: An Exploration of the Human Spirit. Thomas Nelson Inc.
Nashville, TN. (Page 10).
129
Peterson, E. H. (2002). The Message : The Bible in contemporary language (Ro 6:23).
Colorado Springs, Colo.: NavPress.
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the race but physically wear out. Others falter mentally, for lack of
preparation or planning or understanding. Others experience a failure of
the will, losing interest in working so hard and just giving up. Sometimes
others impede the person’s progress, other swimmers pulling them under.
All of these factors – physical exhaustion, emotional depletion,
intellectual stagnation, or relational pain – can impede your progress, but
there is one factor when absent that can stop you dead in your tracks to
living out the vision God has for your life and that one factor is a
suffocated spirit.

“YOU ARE THE AIR I BREATHE.…”

“Then the LORD God formed the man from the dust of
the ground. He breathed the breath of life into the man’s
nostrils, and the man became a living person.”130

The breath of God gives life to our form. Without it we are nothing
more than a physical form, void of life. The Spirit of God is referred to as
“Pneuma” in the Greek or “Air.” For most of us air is not something that
takes up a lot of mind time; unless of course, it is not there.
130

Genesis 2:7 (NLT)
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I mentioned that while I was swimming from Alcatraz there
was a stretch where I had settled into my pace and felt I was really
making progress toward the shore. Kick, stroke, navigate, breathe, and
move through the water. Everything was going just as planned, until
suddenly my forward progress was stopped – and I was pulled under the
water.
At first I did not know what happened, was it a shark or a person?
Why would a person pull me under? If it was a shark, why did I still have a
foot? All great questions that ripped through my mind, until one thought
became dominant.
“I need to get to the surface so I can breathe!” Suddenly, all other
possible issues evaporated. Nothing was more important than air.
Isn’t that true in life? We don’t think about the really important
things, unless of course they are not there. Relationships. Food. Water. Air.
I often hear struggling Christians holding up the Garden of Eden or
paradise as the ideal state of a life without need. The reality is though that
paradise was not a place without need; in fact, the Garden was a place
full of need.
God created us to be constantly in need. We need to have
caring relationships. We need nutritious food, we need clean water, and
we need air. The hallmark of loving God with all your soul is not

103

Mark McNees
demonstrated by the lack of need in your life, but your acceptance that
God is the fulfillment of your need.
From the moment God breathed life into Adam, he was in
need of another breath. There were also four rivers that ran through Eden
to quench his need for water. God provided animals and fruit trees to fulfill
his

nutritional

needs.

He created

Eve

to provide

for Adam’s

companionship needs. And, above all, God was there to realize Adam’s
need for unconditional love.

YHVH
Rabbi Lawrence Kushner talks about how the very name of God is a
reminder of our reliance on Him. He says,

The letters of the Name of God in Hebrew are YOD, HAY,
VAV, and HAY. They are frequently mispronounced as
“Yahveh.” But in truth they are unutterable. Not because of the
holiness they evoke, but because they are all vowels and you
cannot pronounce all the vowels at once without risking
respiratory injury.

This word is the sound of breathing. The holiest Name in the
world, the Name of the Creator, is the sound of your own
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breathing.

That these letters are unpronounceable is no accident. Just as
it is no accident that they are also the root letters of the
Hebrew verb “to be.” Scholars have suggested that a
reasonable translation of the four-letter Name of God might be
The One Who Brings Into Being All That Is. So God’s Name is the
Name of Existence itself. And, since God is holy, then so is all
creation.131

Is it true that every time we breathe we are saying the name
of God? We can’t know for sure, but if it is, what a powerful reminder of
our reliance on Him. Just imagine, every time we breathe we are
proclaiming that He is the source of our life by saying His name.
THE CONSTANT SOURCE
I think we often forget about the life giving power of God’s constant
presence. One night, soon after my acceptance of Christ, while lying in
bed with my wife who was fast asleep, I began doubting God’s presence
and power in my life. I remember lying there saying to God, “if you are
there I sure don’t feel you.”

131

http://rabbipaul.blogspot.com/2010/01/breathing-name-of-god.html
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After tossing and turning, it was as if God spoke deep in my soul, as
if to say, “You are not sure if I am with you? Let me hold my breath for a
second, just to show you how much I am with you.” At that moment, my
body went cold and I broke out into an icy sweat.
Shannon woke up instantly and said, “What’s wrong!” I told her that
I was doubting God’s presence in my life and He showed me that He was
here. “Well, don’t do that!” she said – and went back to sleep.
God breathed life into us and we have needed Him for every
breath since that day. The good news is that He is a constant source of
pure oxygen waiting for us to breathe Him into our soul.

THE REJECTED/ACCEPTED WEDDING GUEST
“Can we boast, then, that we have done anything to be
accepted by God? No, because our acquittal is not based on
obeying the law.”
-Apostle Paul132
Many of us struggle to accept this breath of life and the reality of His
love for us. It is hard for us to imagine that the creator of the universe who
knit us together in our mother’s womb and knows every hair on our head
would sustain us so persistently, so unconditionally. Surely, we think, we
must earn his sustenance.

132

Romans 3:27-28 (NLT)
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While I was at a Growth Group (what we call our small group Bible
studies), my Mum, who was visiting my family in Florida, recounted a story
from my wedding to the group.
I had forgotten about it, but as she told it the memories of a
dear friend came flooding back.
As I’ve mentioned, I was a rebellious and a self-destructive
person before I surrendered my life to Christ. That being the case, I had
collected quite a gallery of beautiful disasters as friends along the way.
Naturally, many of these friends were either invited to the wedding or part
of the wedding party.
At the time, my wife was a Banquet Captain at the Torrance
Marriott; because of her job, we were able to get a great deal on having
our wedding there. As most wedding days go, it was hectic and stressful,
what felt like an overwhelming amount of activity whirling around us.
Unknown to me – while I was busy in the groom’s room,
tightening my tie and fixing my cuff links – one of my beautiful disasters
had shown up to the hotel. He was dressed in an old t-shirt and ripped up
jeans. While he was trying to enter the lobby, he was stopped by security
because of his disorderly appearance and was being abruptly escorted
out.
Luckily,

the

commotion

caught

my

Mum’s

attention.

She

immediately went and got me to let me know what was happening.
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I rushed out to the lobby to see my friend arguing with security
outside. I quickly went out to them and put my arm around my rather, uh,
informally attired buddy and assured security that he was not just a friend
but an invited guest.
Life and our life choices take their toll on us, and so often in the view
of others or even ourselves it may not seem that we belong. But God so
loved us that he came to our rescue.133 He met, and continues to meet,
our need. He created our need for Him – and that need is good.
We are in need of rescue, beautiful disasters stumbling into the
wedding. Our spirits are not independent, healthy bridesmaids and
groomsmen, they are desperate for His life-giving Spirit, for Him to gently
lead us into his celebration.

SUFFERING THE GIFT
Accepting God’s breath of grace and forgiveness is hard to do. Our
guilt instincts rail against the gift; we feel that we must somehow pay for
our wrong doing, that we must earn God’s gift of life.
One time while I was in Guatemala, we were invited to an
open house celebration of a home our church helped build for a single

133

John 3:16-17 “For God loved the world so much that he gave his one and only Son, so that
everyone who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life. 17 God sent his Son into the world not to
judge the world, but to save the world through him.”
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mother. When we arrived the whole village was there to greet us and
excited to show us the meal they had prepared for us to eat.
While we were walking over, a local pastor friend of mine
whispered in my ear that the meal we were about to eat was their most
special national dish and that the whole village had to sacrifice greatly in
order to prepare it for us.
I’ve got to tell you that I felt a great burden of guilt about
these extremely impoverished people sacrificing for me. I told my pastor
friend that I did not feel that I could accept this gift, with all this poverty
and hunger around me. He stopped and looked me straight in the eye
and said, “Do not dishonor their sacrifice.”
This is what another one of my friends calls “suffering the gift.”
You suffer the gift, when you know you have received something at the
sacrifice of another. Suffering the gift is what many of us do with God’s
sacrifice of His Son, but it is that gift that brings our spirit to life. His grace is
the air we are gasping for.
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“Why isn’t that bush burning up?
I must go see it.”
-Moses134

One question I am often asked is, “Why can’t I hear God
anymore?” Can it be that God has stopped speaking to us? He’s finally
gotten fed up with speaking to largely unresponsive sons and daughters,
and is letting us endure an awkward silence or two. Maybe God’s just
feeling antisocial…?

134

Tyndale House Publishers. (2004). Holy Bible : New Living Translation. (2nd ed.) (Ex 3:3).

Wheaton, Ill.: Tyndale House Publishers.
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The truth is God never withdraws His presence and guidance from
our lives. His Spirit is always talking to our spirits. If there is a season of
apparent silence, it is inevitably that we have tuned Him out.
I used to lead musical worship every Sunday in the church youth
group I served in for many years. During that time in my life I played the
guitar every day and I became very good at discerning whether or not
my guitar was in tune.
Yet this was not always the case. When I first began playing guitar I
needed the assistance of an electronic tuner. After spending many hours
with my guitar in my hands I eventually could tell if my “E” string (or any
other string) was too flat or too sharp. Eventually I was able to get it back
into tune without the assistance of an external device.
I could do this because of all the time I spent with my guitar,
listening to it. I knew what an “E” string sounded like and when it was not
right, I knew it. The only time that I needed the help of a tuner anymore
was when there was too much external noise for me to hear my guitar
well.
I haven’t played my guitar with any consistency for years. I have
been busy with other stuff and I just don’t play nearly as much as I used to.
The other day my son (who is taking guitar lessons) wanted me to play
with him. I took out my guitar and tried to tune it. It was frustrating. Though
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I knew it was out of tune, I could not for the life of me get it dialed in. In
frustration, I finally got out my electronic tuner to make sure I got it right.
I think training our ear to God’s voice is a lot like training our ear to
music. The more time we spend with Him the more we know his voice, His
Spirit, and when He is speaking.
I love the description of Moses’ encounter with God in the burning
bush, “Why isn’t that bush burning up? I must go see it.”
Notice his question. He first had to recognize something was
unusual. He could have very easily kept doing what he was doing,
attending his flocks. But he was aware that something was unusual and
tuned his attention and followed his curiosity to something outside his
original plan for the day. It was not until Moses deviated from his plan and
followed his curiosity that he heard God’s voice.
The story of Moses records the first steps of the refining of an ear for
God. Moses realized that every bush is burning and that every burning
bush is an encounter with God.
The question is not, is God speaking to you? The question is, Will you
be aware of the burning bushes around you? Will you tune your ear to
hear Him and follow your curiosity away from your predetermined path
you have previously chosen?
How you answer will impact your ability to hear what God is saying.
Like Moses we have life to attend to and tasks to perform: the frightening
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thing is how often we struggle to hear God over the noise of our to-do lists.
Sometimes it’s a matter of moving out of the noise pollution, setting our
plans aside for a moment, in order to see that every bush is burning.

How to Train Your Ear
Training your ear to God’s voice and subsequently breathing in
God’s life giving Spirit comes down to immersing yourself in His presence.
In my life, I have found that reading scripture, praying, musical worship,
giving, and serving are the breath of God.

Read Scripture

All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching,
rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the
man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good
work.
-Apostle Paul135

The Bible is full of narrative, poetry, and teaching that was given to
us to train our ear to the heart and mind of God. While scripture does not
speak explicitly about every situation you will face in your life, it does give

135

2 Timothy 3:16–17 (NIV84)
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you the foundational principles to equip you to live out the life God has
envisioned for you.
If you are not reading your Bible you are depriving your soul
of air, a kind of self-induced asthma.
Growing up in Los Angeles in the 70s, at the height of the
smog epidemic, there was many a day that we could not play outside
because of a “smog alert.” A “smog alert” was issued when some
government official thought the percentage of air pollution might prove
damaging to young lungs (or so they said; my theory was that they were
intentionally trying to deprive us of recess). So when an alert was
delivered, the (unfortunate for us) dutiful teachers would make us play
Eye Spy, or something else likewise intolerable, in our classroom.
Most of the “smog alerts” were in the summer, however,
when we were out of school. Most parents in the 70s weren’t
hypersensitive about their kid’s safety like they are now. Parents today
(myself included), baby our kids and would surround them in bubble wrap
to keep them safe if we could. It is no wonder our nation has a childhood
obesity problem considering the sunscreen, helmet, knee pad ritual we
make our kids go through if they want to go play outside. Heck, if I had to
go through all that, I would probably just stay inside and play Halo as well.
So, given the different parenting practices then compared
with now, our parents would just ignore the silly “smog alerts” and let us
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swim and play outside all afternoon long. It was not until the evening that
we would feel the effects of that lovely LA air in our not-so-pink lungs. I
remember many an evening lying on the floor gasping for air, lungs
hurting, and promising myself that I would not repeat the same mistake
again the next day (which I always did).
Smog is not smoke+fog as they tried to make us believe.
Smog is a lot of carbon dioxide in the air. Humans can’t breathe carbon
dioxide. There is no substitute for clean air – trust me on this. More
importantly, there is no substitute for the Bible when it comes to giving your
spirit a breath of fresh air. As Paul says in 1 Timothy 3:16, “All Scripture is
God-breathed.” In other words, scripture is the very breath of God,
invigorating us, purifying our lungs, healing our spirit.

Prayer

Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about
everything. Tell God what you need, and thank him for all he
has done.
-Apostle Paul136

136

Philippians 4:6 (NLT)
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I get it. Prayer for many people is the last thing they utter after they
misjudged a blind corner on a mountain road and they are plummeting
to their death. Or, at best it may be something they do at their
grandparents’ house before dinner.
To many people, talking to God seems weird and maybe
even a little crazy. For others even if they did want to pray they wouldn’t
even know where to begin. It really isn’t as strange as you might think, if
you don’t talk to God now start small; tell God one thing you need and
thank Him for one good thing in your life.
See, it wasn’t that hard.
Ultimately, you want to get to a point where you “pray without
ceasing,”137 but “do not babble repetitiously like the pagans, for they think
that because of their many words they will be heard.”138
How do you pray without ceasing, but not babble?
In a conversation with a friend, you would not just keep
repeating the same phrase to them again and again; that is what little
kids do and it is annoying. What grownups do is have thoughtful
exchanges with each other, where one person listens and the other one
speaks. Again, God is the author of relationships and the same rules that
apply to your earthly relationships apply to your relationship with God.
137

1 Thessalonians 5:17 (ESV)

138

Matthew 6:7 (LEB)

116

Mark McNees

Musical Worship

Psalm 95:1 Come, let us sing to the Lord! Let us shout
joyfully to the Rock of our salvation.

Singing and music has a way of bringing happiness into a person’s
life. Who hasn’t had the experience of being in a bad mood only to have
a favorite song comes on the radio and before you know it you’re singing
and smiling like a fool.
When you combine singing and music which is directed toward
exalting God, the experience can be transcending. I have walked into a
worship gathering hurting deep inside and by the second or third song I
can feel the healing breath of God being breathed back into my soul.
In my early days of faith, I remember many a Sunday walking into
the local church to which I belonged for a worship gathering feeling like
the world was going to collapse on top of me. I would sit down and scan
the others there and wonder if any of them were hurting as bad as I was.
One particular Sunday, I saw a person break down and cry as the
first song began. Their head fell into their hands and I could see their lungs
heaving as they cried out to God. The amazing thing was their
transformation over the next several songs. I don’t know what was going
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on in their life, but they obviously had an experience with a living, loving
God who breathed life back into their bones.

Giving

John 3:16 “For God loved the world so much that he gave
his one and only Son, so that everyone who believes in him will
not perish but have eternal life.”

“For God loved the world so much that he gave.…” God is love139
and the very essence of love is manifested by giving sacrificially. Love
manifested by sacrificial giving was demonstrated by God’s gift of His Son
to the world.
When you give you are identifying with the very nature of
God which is love. Giving breaks the chains of the antithesis of love which
is selfishness; giving is like getting pure oxygen pumped into your soul.
I understand why people do not give, it is scary. We comfort
ourselves by saying things like, “Someday, I’ll have enough and then I will
give big.” This line of thinking may help us sleep at night, but unfortunately,

139

1 John 4:8 But anyone who does not love does not know God, for God is love.
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we are just lying to ourselves. I had a friend who used to say, “You are
playing the fools game and the only person you are foolin’ is yourself.”
The sad reality is if you are not faithful with a little you will not
be faithful with a lot. Take one of the richest men in the world in the 20 th
century, John D. Rockefeller when he replied to the question by a
reporter, “How much money is enough?” he said, “Just a little bit more.”
True love is not giving out of your abundance, but giving out
of your need. King David understood this when he told Araunah (when he
tried to give David an offering that he could give to God), “I will not
present an offering that has cost me nothing!”140
A gift of sacrifice changes the recipient and the giver. When
you give sacrificially, you will never be closer to the heart and mind of
Christ in this world.

Serving

1 Peter 4:10 God has given each of you a gift from his
great variety of spiritual gifts. Use them well to serve one another.

Like giving, serving turns on the oxygen to your soul. You make a
direct connection with Jesus when you serve others. It was something that
140

1 Chronicles 21:24

119

Mark McNees
He wanted us to understand and put in to practice, so much so that He
modeled it in His life and made it a central theme of his ministry.141
As followers of Christ, we need to do just that, follow his
example and the example he exemplified was that of a servant leader.
Jesus could have demanded to be served, however His purpose was to
equip, encourage, and edify His followers to serve others.
Every person has something to offer. You can do something
someone else cannot; you were entrusted with a personality or skill that
can make a positive difference in someone’s life.
I do not believe your skills, personality, or even the people in
your life are an accident. There is a reason God has composed a
symphony that is your life, each part intertwined with the other brought
together to create music that inspires the world to be better because you
are in it.
SPIRITUAL EXCELLENCE:

What is spiritual excellence?

141

Matthew 20:28 For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve others and to give
his life as a ransom for many.”
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For me, I would define spiritual excellence as pursuing being fully
human. In other words relentlessly pursuing a transformational relationship
with your Creator; living a life that is woven with His love and grace.
Determining your SQ (spiritual quotient) can be done be assessing
how tightly you cling to the rights of your life. A person who has a low SQ
will demand autonomy and little authority in their life when it comes to
God. While a person who has a high SQ will release their claim on the
right to dictate the direction of their life and submit to the vision God has
for them.
In order to achieve a higher SQ we need to be willing to drop the
familiar chains of societal expectation which has incarcerated us and
step into the wide open spaces of grace. Again, spiritual excellence does
not mean perfection in living out the vision God has for your life, but it
does mean that you will not settle for a common life and we will have an
eagerness to exist in a new unexpected paradigm.

“Excellence is a gift; be generous.”
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Group
Swim
breathe
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Group Swim
Section 3:
Soul
Jump In:
(You can’t swim unless you are in the water. The “Jump In” is an “ice
breaker” question to get the group talking.)
How would you explain a soul to someone who has never heard of
it?
Drill Set:
(Drills in swimming are used to improve speed and efficiency.
Studying scripture in the same way refines the heart, soul, and mind to
help us live out the vision God has for our life.)
Read: Genesis 2:7, Psalm 104:30, Isaiah 42:5, and Acts 17:25
What does God’s breath result in according to Genesis 2:7?
Read: Psalm 57:4
If God’s breath brings life, what is the meaning of Psalm 57:4?
Read: Psalm 63:1
Have you ever felt like David in this Psalm?
What was the situation where you felt like you were in “parched
and weary land?”
How long were you in this place?
How did you experience God again?
Read: Psalm 25
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This has been one of the most powerful psalms in my life. I especially
connect with the ESV’s wording in the first couple of lines, “To you O Lord, I
lift up my soul. O my God, in you I trust; let me not be put to shame; let not
my enemies exult over me.”
Have you ever had to lift up your soul because you were spiritually
on your back?
How can someone put all their trust in God?
Have you ever asked God not to let you be put to shame or have
your enemies triumph over you?
Open Water Swim:
(An open water swim is the real deal, no walls to hold onto, plastic
lane lines to keep people from bumping into you, or black lines painted
on the bottom to keep you going in the right direction. This section is a
suggestion for the participants in your group to go out and put into
practice the scripture that was studied.)
Breathe in God through reading scripture, prayer, musical worship,
giving, and serving. Schedule to do these things each day this week.
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“
T
h
e

g
a
teway to life is very narrow and the road is difficult, and only a
few ever find it.”
-Jesus142

Open water swimming is vastly different than swimming in the
controlled environment of a lap pool. In a lap pool you swim along in
crystal clear water, with plastic lane markers to keep you from veering off
course and a straight black line painted on the bottom of the pool to
guide you to the wall, a mere 25 yards away. Swimming lap after lap can
be a really mind-numbing experience because it is, well, mind-less.

How different is the open water?
142

Tyndale House Publishers. (2004). Holy Bible : New Living Translation. (2nd ed.) (Mt 7:14).

Wheaton, Ill.: Tyndale House Publishers.
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The open water is very rarely crystal clear. There are no lane
markers to keep you going in the right direction. Even if you could see the
bottom, I can assure you that nothing is painted on it to help lead you to
your destination. And how far is that destination? Probably not 25 meters;
sometimes, in fact, you’re miles away from the shore. Compound this with
current, wind, waves, and thousands of other swimmers bumping into you,
and the open water situation is the antithesis of logging in laps. Outside
the amenities of the lap pool, you must engage your mind and navigate if
you want any hope of getting to your destination.
A few strategies are popular when it comes to open water
navigation. One is going on your instinct or feeling; the wing and a prayer
swim. Another is drafting off a more experienced swimmer –trusting that
they know where they are going and that they have picked the best line
to get there. Third is the pack approach: trying to hang in with a group
and making sure you have people on the left and right of you. Finally,
there’s heads up swim, where you simply pick up your head every few
strokes, assess where you are, and make adjustments to keep on course.

(NOT) TRUE NORTH
Navigating by instinct may feel right, but I can tell you from
experience that going with my gut has a turned a lot of 1.5 mile swims into
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2+ mile swims in a hurry. The truth is that our internal compass is really lousy.
That’s why people who can’t read nature’s signs of direction get
hopelessly lost.
This truth was really crystallized for me by an illustration provided by
Dave Ramsey.143 He had his audience close their eyes, spin around a
couple of times, and then point to north. When they opened their eyes
they found people pointing in every direction. Without external help,
humans do not have the innate ability to consistently go in the right
direction.
Our lack of a reliable internal compass is not constrained to
swimming or navigating from point A to point B, but also in our quest to
navigate to a rich and satisfying life. The reality is we are exactly who we
desire to be; our job, economic status, influence, body composition,
relationships, education, and life are all a result of what we truly desire.
For example, a man might say he desires to have a great
relationship with his kids, but when he compares family time with the time
he spends working and golfing, and working on his golfing, the numbers
don’t add up. The truth evidenced is his desire to do other things
overshadows his desire to be with his kids. Or, another man might say he

143

Dave Ramsey is a conservative financial teacher who bases his advice on the Bible.
www.daveramsey.com
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desires to be thin, but the truth evidenced is his desire to watch TV and
eat bloomin’ onions outweigh his desire to exercise and be thin.
True desires are the ones that we live out, not the ones we state. We
are a sum total of our real desires that manifest themselves in our actual
life experience.
SWING OR SHARPEN?
Last summer I drove over four thousand miles, visiting seven
churches in five states, and met with fourteen pastors, I was seeking
wisdom, insight, and council for leading Element3 (the church I pastor).
Along the way, I heard a great story from Erwin McManus (Mosaic
Church) about two lumberjacks, who had made it to the finals in a tree
chopping contest. Both men were around 6’2” and 200 pounds; they both
had risen to the top of this international contest by their years of
experience and skill in the craft of lumberjacking.
When the big day came, hundreds of fans came to cheer on the
two men in their quest to be recognized as the world’s best lumberjack.
Two trees had been carefully selected for the day’s contest; both were
equal in the size and close enough to each other for the fans to see how
their favorite lumberjack was faring against his competition. When the gun
went off, to signal the beginning of the competition, both men swung
their mighty axes into the trunk of the trees. Thump, thump, thump as each
swing cut deeper into the trees. Seconds turned into minutes as both men
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dug deep within themselves to stave off exhaustion in order to be the first
to see their tree fall in victory.
Part way into the competition one of the men retracted his ax and
then to the amazement of the crowd and his competitor, he walked
away from the tree. While he walked away with his ax gently resting on his
shoulder, a wave of jeers filled the air sounding their disapproval. The
other lumberjack seeing his opportunity swung his ax harder and harder to
eliminate any chance of his competitor ever catching up to him. No one
knew where the other man had gone, but it did not matter to the crowd
as they cheered louder and louder for the lumberjack, now pouring out
sweat, as he continued to pound away at the resilient trunk.
After what seemed an eternity, the retreating lumberjack returned
to the base of his tree and resumed swinging his ax. The crowd mocked
him and yelled, “It’s too late; you have lost.” The returning lumberjack
paid no attention, just continued swinging away. To the crowd’s surprise,
after a few minutes, the returning lumberjack began to catch up. Each
swing of his ax brought him closer to the obviously tiring leader.
The crowd took note that the leader’s ax seemed to cause blunt
damage to the tree, while the returned lumberjack’s ax cut cleanly and
deeply into the base of the tree with every swipe. Whispers started to
ripple through the crowd; some were claiming that they heard grinding
metal during the time that the lumberjack was apparently retreating.
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Others remarked how his blade looked new compared to the laboring
leader’s ax. Everyone had an opinion, the excitement had reached a
fevered pitch, but suddenly with a loud crack and a shout of, “Timber!”
the crowd was silenced. When the dust had settled it was apparent who
had won; the lumberjack who had taken the time to sharpen his blade.
This story really resonated with me because often we are so focused
on moving forward we don’t take the time to ask if how we are doing it is
the best way. Time spent preparing or refining is as important as doing.
The trick is getting the ratios right. Some spend too much time preparing
to live the life God has envisioned for them, while others spend too much
time living their own way and settling for less than God had envisioned for
them.

AWKWARD
The most cumbersome navigation technique in open water
swimming is to pick up your head every few strokes, assess where you are,
and make adjustments to keep on course. While this does wreak havoc
on your stroke, it also keeps you going in the correct direction without
relying on your internal compass, blindly drafting off someone in front of
you, or hanging in the pack with the hope you will just end up in the right
place along with everyone else.

131

Mark McNees
Picking up your head requires discipline and the willingness to
sacrifice short term comfort and perceived progress for the hope of
something better on the horizon. If we’re honest, we’ll admit that most of
don’t pick up our heads very often. Usually we are ascribing to the gut
feeling approach or the pack mentality, or drafting those we think might
happen to know where they’re going. These are widely accepted,
“normal,” “ordinary” approaches to live life. There is just one problem with
this. We were not created to live a normal, predictable, and ordinary life.
We were created to live an extraordinary life.
You are a masterpiece created as a gift to the world, unique in
purpose, and a conduit of God’s love and mercy to those who are
desperate for an experience with their Creator. You have been chosen to
be an ambassador of Christ and a light in this dark world. Unfortunately,
most people will never pick up their head in order to navigate to the life
God has envisioned for them to live.

PICKING UP YOUR HEAD
Picking up your head is the practice of knowing where you are
headed, taking the time to assess where you are, and making the course
corrections necessary to get to your destination. In theory it seems simple
enough, but the real life application of understanding your direction,
actually blocking off time in your crowded calendar to assess where you
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are, and having the courage to make the necessary changes are
extremely difficult to execute in our day-to-day struggles.
Many of us have drifted into the life we live today. Most of us
did not intentionally set out to be in the job, city, and maybe even the
relationships that we are currently in. It’s all very innocent; we make a
decision that seems right at the time, and before we know it we are stuck
doing, living, or being with a job, city, or people we never thought were
going to make up our life.
That is why many people experience a mid-life crisis; they wake up
one day, look in the mirror and realize that they have dedicated most of
their life doing something they never intended to be their life’s work.
Essentially, they pick up their head, look around – and find they have no
idea where they are or how they got there. Terrified, they frantically try to
make a change from the pursuit of status (or the status quo) to a life of
significance.
This eventual picking up of our head is what makes us human;
the very fact that we desire to have significance in our world sets us apart
from the rest of creation. For me it is the primary evidence of God. The
desire for significance has no benefit in the evolutionary scheme; it does
not increase our chances to procreate or secure more food. Quite the
contrary, the quest for significance is an exercise in sacrifice. Sacrificing for
those who are not as well equipped to succeed in life, sacrificing for the
133

Mark McNees
something beyond us – and it makes room for us to experience a better
life.
Can you imagine a shark or a lion making the conscious decision to
sacrifice for the benefit of another? Of course not! It would have
absolutely no benefit to their ability to eat or procreate. But God put
something inside of us, something as ancient as Him: His likeness.144
A lot has been said about what attributes the “likeness of God”
entails, but to me it seems His likeness may be our ability to consciously
choose. Our unique human ability to think through and make decisions –
to navigate our lives, choosing self or self-sacrifice, the ordinary or the
extraordinary.

ASSESSING WHERE YOU ARE
Once you pick up your head you need to assess where you are and
where you need to go. It is not enough just to look around. You need to
take the time to process where you really are in life and determine what is
your best course of action, the means of moving toward your destination.
Not taking the time to do these regular life assessments may be one of the
biggest mistakes people make in their lives.
In order to do a life assessment you need to take some time
out of your normal busy schedule and give yourself space to just be. This
144

“Then God said, ‘Let us make human beings in our image, to be like us.’” Genesis 1:26 (NLT).
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should be done daily, weekly, monthly, and annually, consisting of periods
of different duration and scope based on the regularity of the life
assessment.
For instance a daily assessment may just be a few minutes each
day in focused prayer asking God to give your clarity and direction for
you to live out His vision for your life. Your weekly assessment may include
going to church and dedicating the whole day to things of God and
family. Your monthly assessment may be a weekend getaway with some
extended time set aside to just be quiet in the presence of God. Your
annual assessment could be a whole week, where you reset your priorities
and make sure your life is about holistically loving God and people.
If a pilot is just a few degrees off while flying from LA to London, he
could end up with some rather unhappy passengers standing in an airport
in Paris. In a similar way, these regular assessments of our life are of vital
importance; if you are just a few degrees off course you may end up in an
unintended place. It can seem so small and insignificant at the time, but
over the long journey of life even a few degrees could make us miss some
of the gifts God has in store for us.

ESAU & JACOB
I heard a phenomenal talk at the 2010 Catalyst Conference by
Andy Stanley on a familiar verse from the Old Testament. Stanley’s
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premise was that God’s introduction of Himself to Moses as “the God of
your father—the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of
Jacob”145 may be the most important scripture in the Bible. Pastor Stanley
argued that this self-description serves to remind us that we can so easily
miss the eternal for the easy, immediate or temporal decision.
I have heard this scripture taught many times, but have never really
understood the power of it until Andy Stanley unpacked it at the
conference. The backdrop of the significance of this scripture is found in
Genesis 25:29–34. The scripture tells the story of two brothers named Esau
and Jacob.
Esau was the first born son of the family; in the ancient Near East
culture, the first born son had privileged rights. The firstborn son was
entitled to two to three times the inheritance of the other sons. He was
ultimately intended to be in charge of the family. Finally, and perhaps
greatest of all, he received a special blessing from the father on his life.
Clearly, being the first born son came with major privileges and was
something of great value to be treasured and protected.

THE RIGHT BOWL OF STEW
Now, like Jacob I have an older brother, and there are certain
universal dynamics between an older brother and a younger brother. The

145
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predominant dynamic is simple: the older brother does not need the
younger brother. As the younger brother, I always wanted to hang out
with my brother and his friends, but, as you might guess, I was more of a
pest than anything else.
So, you can imagine that on the rare occasion when the older
brother needs something from a younger brother, the younger brother has
to make the most out of the rare opportunity. I am not saying it is right, I
am just saying that when it comes to the old/younger brother dynamic,
the younger brother rarely has the upper hand.

One day when Jacob was cooking some stew, Esau arrived
home from the wilderness exhausted and hungry. Esau said to
Jacob, “I’m starved! Give me some of that red stew!”
So, when Esau came to Jacob needing something from his
younger brother, it was a big deal for Jacob and he was going to
milk it for all its worth.

“All right,” Jacob replied, “but trade me your rights as the
firstborn son.”

So, here we have Jacob shooting for the stars. On the surface it
does not seem like anyone in their right mind would make such a trade.
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Think about it, would you trade wealth, power, and God’s special blessing
for a bowl of stew?
You probably answered, “No.” Of course you’d never be that
foolish, right? Right . . . ?
Well, I think you would. And not only do I think you would, I think I
would – in the right circumstances and for the right bowl of stew.

IMPACT MAGNIFYING & FOCALISM
So what are the right circumstances and the right bowl of stew? It is
different for all of us. For some, we would trade our career, our authority,
and our reputation for the arms of another who is not our spouse. For
others we would trade it all for fame. It really does not matter what the
bowl of stew is, the truth is that we all have a deep-seated darkness that
could manifest itself in the right moment and for the right “reward.”
Science has two words for this phenomenon; Impact Magnifying
and Focalism.
Impact Magnifying is just that, the magnification of the perceived
positive impact that a certain person, place or thing will do to satisfy our
appetite. For example, a man thinks if he drives this car then he will be
happy, or if he has this person in his life then he will be complete.
Focalism is similar to Impact Magnification; however, instead of the
magnification of the importance of a person, place, or thing it is the focus
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of all one’s energy on obtaining one’s desire, to the detriment of
everything else. All of us have witnessed this at some time or other in
unhealthy relationships, where someone’s focus on the significant other
allows aspects of their life to fall to the wayside.
So, when Esau says, “Look, I’m dying of starvation! […] What good is
my birthright to me now?” he is falling victim to Impact Magnification and
Focalism. He is thinking that this bowl of stew is going to have a bigger
impact in his life than in it really is. He is focusing on the bowl of stew to the
detriment of everything else, including his coveted birthright.
Well, in reality, he was not starving and what good was his
birthright? I don’t know, Esau, maybe the value of your birthright is that
you get two to three times the inheritance of all your siblings, you get to
be in charge, and you get a special blessing from your father. That might
be kind of “good.”
Unfortunately for Esau, he is in the right circumstance for the right
bowl of stew, to give up everything that is important in his life.

THE GOD OF ESAU JACOB
But Jacob said, “First you must swear that your birthright is
mine.” So Esau swore an oath, thereby selling all his rights as the
firstborn to his brother, Jacob.

I wish I could travel back in time, to intervene on behalf of Esau. I
would urge him to assess where he is, to measure the trade. Would it
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move him closer to God and people, or farther away? I wish I could tell
him what we know in retrospect, that he had no idea what God had in
store for him.
If Esau had never made this foolhardy deal, when God revealed
Himself to Moses, He would have said that he was the God of Abraham,
the God of Isaac, and the God of Esau. The privileged son would not
have written himself out of this pivotal role in the history of God’s grace.
And for what? A bowl of stew?
Of course we cannot go back in time, we cannot interrupt that
myopic deal. The reality is, if Esau would have assessed the wisdom before
making this pledge, he would not have traded his legacy, his influence, his
inheritance, and his authority for temporary fulfillment.

WHAT GOD HAS IN STORE

Then Jacob gave Esau some bread and lentil stew. Esau
ate the meal, then got up and left.

Esau left and he had no idea how much that bowl of stew cost him.
He thought he knew, but he had no idea.
As absurd as this story seems, we are subject to the same forces
that Esau was overcome by. We lose sight of the fact that the most
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important things in life are having a right relationship with God and a right
relationship with people. Everything else is just a bowl of stew.
The truth is, we also have no idea what God has in store for us. We
do not know what the future holds. That is why we need to put protections
in place to prevent us from trading our future for what is in front of us
today. One of these protections is regular assessments of our position.
For those of us who are married, that other person will not fulfill us
and make us happy. That car will not make us feel any better about
ourselves. Being a little bit faster or being able to jump a little bit higher is
not worth neglecting our families. Making a few more dollars or getting
that promotion at work is not worth your soul.
We’re all in danger of needing a time travel intervention. The
temptations of Impact Magnification and Focalism require that we really
know where we are and where we’re headed. We need to have people
in our lives who have the relational right to speak truth to us during those
times, to help us actively navigate toward the finish line.
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Solid assessment of your position and determining the action
required to move toward your destination means nothing without making
an actual course correction.
I read an interesting article the other day about how 90% of people
who have had a coronary artery bypass do not follow through with the
prescribed life change instructed by their doctor.146

It’s a hard statistic

to swallow: 90% of people who made a solid assessment of their life
situation, who knew they were suffering serious health complications and
had even undergone a lifesaving surgery, did not ultimately follow
through on the changes necessary to live a long and healthy life.
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These coronary artery bypass patients are not statistical
anomalies. They’re human nature on statistical display. These patients are
given “a new lease on life,” a second chance to get things right, but 90%
of them disregard this second chance and return to lifestyle that led to
their demise in the first place.
Pattern of life is a powerful force. If a massive majority of people
who had the wakeup call of bypass surgery cannot make the necessary
life course correction, what makes us think we can incorporate positive life
change in our life? The answer is not in the 90%, but in the 10%. If even a
small percent of people are successful in making positive life change,
then you can be one of that successful number. Clearly you are seeking
out change in some form or fashion; after all, you’re reading this book.
The process of asking hard questions, challenging assumptions,
looking at scripture from new angles, gauging your current path, is all part
of the process of picking up your head and making life assessment. But
these acts alone do not result in life change; real life change requires
follow through. Pattern of life is a powerful force – and that will prove to
be a positive thing, so long as you pursue a new pattern of life, one that
moves you closer to the life God has envisioned for you.

THE 10%
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This means that anyone who belongs to Christ
has become a new person. The old life is gone; a new
life has begun!147

Being a new person in Christ means that you are no longer held
captive to your brokenness, hurt, or previous pattern of life.148 Your
freedom has been purchased at a high price, higher than anyone could
possibly imagine, but most of us struggle to live out our freedom.149 For
some reason we continue to go back to the things that are selfdestructive and prohibit us from living out the vision that God has for our
lives. I believe that there are active steps you can incorporate into your
life that will enable you to experience this new life.

Don’t Quit. Start: Quitting things does not work long term. When you
quit, you leave a void in your life that needs to be filled with something
else. Unfortunately, that something is usually not something productive or
147
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useful in your life. So, instead of quitting, start something productive and
useful that will crowd out that negative habit or pattern of life that is
holding you back.

Work Toward a Dream: A dream can be anything in the future that
would require working toward. There is something powerful about a
dream. It gets us up in the morning and compels us to keep moving
forward.

Do Something Every Day: Even the smallest forward motion over
time equals completion. You can’t run a marathon in one stride; it takes a
commitment to take one more step after another until you cross the finish
line. If you want to get a degree, take at least one class a semester. If you
want to publish a book, write at least a sentence every day. Small steps
equal long term success.

Kinetic Community: Be with people who are moving toward your
dream. Your mom was right, when she said, “You are who you hang out
with.” Peer pressure is real so, choose your friends wisely and be around
people who are moving in the direction you want to go.
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Invest in others: Investing in others, who are on the same path, but
not quite as far along, is one of the best ways to keep you moving
forward. When people are looking to you for answers, motivation, or
direction their confidence in you will inspire you to keep moving forward.

Mile Markers: Marking progress is essential in your journey. It does
wonders for your motivation to hit tangible goals along the way to your
ultimate destination. If you are sitting on the coach and want to run a
marathon, sign up for a 5K. Having victories along the way helps you know
you are making progress.

Have a Plan: Make a plan and stick to it. When you are working
toward a goal, many days you just won’t feel like taking the next step.
Your mind can play all sorts of tricks on you to stop forward motion. The
best way to overcome this temptation is make a plan on how you are
going to get from where you are to where you want to be and commit to
it, regardless of how you feel about it in the moment.

Remove Failure: Failure is out there, but you don’t need to invite it
into your house. For example, if you are trying to lose weight, you do not
need to have your favorite ice cream in the house. Your home should be
a safe zone to help you reach your goals.
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Be Public: Telling others your plan is a great motivator. We don’t tell
people because if we don’t succeed we do not want them to think we
are losers. But, ironically, by not telling the people we respect we are
setting ourselves up for failure.

Saturate: Read, watch, and listen to things that reinforce your goal.
Being exposed to other people’s journeys is a great way to find inspiration,
direction, and communities that will help you achieve your dreams. There
are magazines out there for just about everything, websites for every
passion, and social clubs for everything under the sun. There have never
been so many resources to help you reach your dream; so saturate
yourself.

PROBLEMATIC NAVIGATION TECHNIQUES
As I mentioned in the previous chapter, many common or popular
navigation approaches will inevitably lead us astray. Two of those,
drafting and the pack mentality, deserve further discussion as their
prevalence, potential pitfalls, and, yet, occasional usefulness is worth
unpacking.
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Drafting: Drafting can be a very powerful tool that enables us to
concentrate on moving forward rather than trying to figure out which way
is the right way to go. Drafting also reduces the effort required to cover
the same amount of distance, so it is also an effective way to save your
energy or move at a faster pace than you would be able to on your own.
The biggest trick is to know who to draft. If you draft off someone
who is navigating by instinct or feeling you may be moving faster or with
less effort toward a destination you don’t want to go. Or, if they are simply
too fast, you won’t be able to maintain the pace. Sometimes we are
following someone who is too slow, resulting in stunted paces and missed
goals. Drafting the right person can take you to farther and faster than
you could on your own, but draft the wrong person and you will be worse
off.
In life, who you draft/follow is extremely important to your future. It is
hard to know who to trust and who is going to help you live out the life
that God has envisioned for you. Track record is one way to determine if
someone is worthy of following. Do they have a life you want to emulate?
Do they have a track record of loving God and loving people? Are they
willing to pull you along and make sure you can keep in their draft?
Leading and following is a difficult relationship to balance, it takes both
parties to look out for the other; the leader making sure not to drop the
follower and the follower making sure they do not slow down the leader.
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While having someone to draft behind is a blessing, ultimate responsibility
for your life journey is yours.

Pack Mentality: This may seem like the safest navigation technique
because you are not relying on your feelings, you are not committed to
following one person, and you just hang out with everyone else and play
the odds that everyone can’t be wrong. After all, for those of you who are
“U.S.Americans” it may all seems very democratic and can give you a
sense of security knowing that, if the pack is headed in the wrong
direction at least you are all headed in the wrong direction together.
There is one major problem with this line of thinking; even if you
have the comfort of knowing that you are in the same boat with
everyone who has headed in the wrong direction, you are still headed in
the wrong direction. So, it does not matter if there are others with you to
keep you company if you end up in the wrong place.
Jesus put navigating through life using the pack mentality like this,
“Enter through the narrow gate because the gate and road that lead to
destruction are wide. Many enter through the wide gate. But the narrow
gate and the road that lead to life are full of trouble. Only a few people
find the narrow gate.150 Earlier we talked about how we are to race in a
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way to win the prize; Jesus reiterates that navigating with the pack leads
to destruction and not to victory in Him.
INTELLECTUAL EXCELLENCE

What is intellectual excellence?

Intellectual excellence is being an intentional, lifelong learner. To be
a lifelong learner you need to dedicate yourself to the discipline of
proactively seeking knowledge. Read, take classes, be involved in topical
discussion groups, pursue available avenues of learning.
A recent MSNBC Poll found that one out of four adults in the U.S.A.
did not even read one book last year.151 Charles Jones famously said,
“You will be the same person in five years as you are today except for the
people you meet and the books you read.”152 If we’re not reading,
actively seeking to take in new knowledge, then we’re in trouble.
Intellectual stagnation is common and expected; it is normal,
ordinary. And it is not excellent. In order to be intellectually excellent you
need to make a commitment to stop wasting time on things that do not
increase your knowledge and understanding of God and His creation and
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start investing your mind time in things that will illuminate and promote
elevated thinking.

“Excellence is a gift; be generous.”
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Group
Swim
navigate
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Group Swim
Section 4
Mind
Jump In:
(You can’t swim unless you are in the water. The “Jump In” is an “ice
breaker” question to get the group talking.)
Who was your favorite teacher growing up?
Why did you like that person so much?
Who has taught you the most in your life?
Who do you learn from now?
Drill Set:
(Drills in swimming are used to improve speed and efficiency.
Studying scripture in the same way refines the heart, soul, and mind to
help us live out the vision God has for our life.)
Read: Romans 7:23-25
Have you ever been at war in your mind?
What kinds of things do you do battle against in your mind?
Do you relate to the Apostle Paul’s struggle with the desire to obey
and the pull of your flesh?
Read: 1 Corinthians 2:16
What does it mean to have the mind of Christ?
How does one go about pursuing having the mind of Christ?
How active are you is these practices?
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Read: Isaiah 32:6, proverbs 14:7, Proverbs 28:26 and Titus 3:9
What do these scriptures tell us about teaching and teachers?
Have you ever been fooled by a teacher?
How did you realize that particular teacher was wrong?
How did you handle the situation?
Would you say you have foolish or wise people influencing you in
your life?
Open Water Swim:
(An open water swim is the real deal, no walls to hold onto, plastic
lane lines to keep people from bumping into you, or black lines painted
on the bottom to keep you going in the right direction. This section is a
suggestion for the participants in your group to go out and put into
practice the scripture that was studied.)
Seek out wise teachers, either in person, by book, video, or blogs. Fill
your mind with God’s wisdom.
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